
1 

How to Pray 

Guidelines from Jesus 
 

 

    Jesus’ disciples asked Him how to pray: 
 

Luke 11:1  Now it came to pass, as He was praying in a cer-

tain place, when He ceased, that one of His disciples said 

to Him, "Lord, teach us to pray, just as John also taught 

his disciples."  

 

    If we were going to guess Jesus’ answer, we might imagine Him 
moving away from a strict ‘lesson’ on prayer to something more in 
keeping with the spirit of prayer. 
    Instead, Jesus replied, probably to some folks’ minds, way too 
scholastically.  He actually gave an outline for prayer!  Further-
more, He made it BINDING: 
 

Luke 11:2  So He said to them, "Whenever you pray, say:” 

 
    That’s an imperative statement, making it a COMMAND.  We’re 
commanded to say something particular when we pray.  We know 
that we are not restricted to repeating it verbatim, for in the other 
instance in which He instructs it, He says: 
 

Matthew 6:9  Therefore pray in this manner: 

 
    This lets us know that if we only prayed the very words of the 
prayer, we would be missing the point.  Praying “in this manner” 
means praying “like this”; that is, according to this PATTERN.  
That’s why it’s been called the Model Prayer.  It gives us an OUT-

LINE to follow and to build from.   
    Jesus, then, has given us INSTRUCTION, not an INCANTATION. 
 

    Still, it is a command.  “Pray in this manner” means that we 
would be disobedient not  to pray like this. 
    Why does the Church have such problems with this?  One large 
segment of the Church prays the exact words but doesn’t know 
how to pray “in this manner”:  just the bare words, nothing further 
required.  Pray by . 
    The other half of Christendom avoids the formula altogether.  
And that’s their reasoning.  “I’m not going to follow a formula.  
Prayer must come .” 
    So prayer cannot come from the heart that follows a God-given 
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outline?  The real problem is that they don’t understand the pray-
er.  If they did, they would see how helpful- how necessary- it is 
in directing our prayers. 
 

The Outline of  the Model Prayer 
 

    Most people don’t realize that the Lord’s Prayer breaks down 

neatly into two halves.  After an address, it contains three re-
quests concerning God, then three more concerning us– man.  
Understanding this simple outline is already a huge insight into 
how God wants us to prioritize and categorize all of life!  How 
often in Scripture does God give us a SUMMARY of everything 
else?  Not too often.  Perhaps nowhere as fully as here. 
 

The Address 
 
    The Disciples’ Prayer begins with an address to God.  And it’s 
a real “address,” as we would call it.  It is addressed to Heaven.   
 

Luke 11:2  ... Our Father who is in Heaven 

 
     God created Heaven as His point of contact with His creation.     
 
Eccl 5:2  ... God is in Heaven, and you are on earth; therefore 

let your words be few.  

 
    Don’t just talk.  Think.  Say what needs to be said & no more. 
 

John 17:1  Jesus ... lifted up His eyes to Heaven, and said: 

"Father…”  

 
    Jesus teaches us in the Model Prayer to call God “Father,” 
just as He did.  We become God’s children through Jesus.  We 
are to call Jesus’ Father our Father affectionately: 
 

Rom 8:15  ... you received the Spirit of adoption by whom we 

cry out, "Abba, Father."  

 
    “Abba, Father” is what Jesus prayed in Gethsemane (Mk 
14:36).  We adopt Jesus’ deepest cry of need as we call on God. 
    We call Him “our” Father, because each of us prays for the 
whole family of God’s adopted children. 

The First Three Requests 
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    The first three requests of the Model Prayer make entreaties 
concerning God:  His name, His kingdom, and His will.  This is 
where true prayer is founded; not around our needs (that comes 
after), but in the centrality of God Himself. 
 

The First Request 
 
    The first request is generally not recognized as a request.  It 
looks like a statement in most translations: 
 

 Matt. 6:9  Our Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name.  

 
    This was perfectly understandable language when it was first 
translated, nearly 500 years ago.  The language has been re-
tained because the prayer has continued in church use.  Howev-
er, “hallowed be Your name” has lost its original meaning to us.  
Better are the translations with something more like: 
 

Mathew 6:9  Therefore, this is how you should pray: 'Our 

Father in heaven, may Your name be kept holy.  

 
    In the Greek, it is a statement- “Your name is holy”- but a 
request:  “Let Your name be sanctified (made holy).”  We are 
asking God to “set apart” (the meaning of “sanctify”) His own 
name. 
    You can see, then, that from the outset, the Model Prayer has 
been accidentally booby-trapped against our comprehension. 
 

    The next hurdle that must be overcome is the meaning of 
God’s “name.”  What is it, and how is it to be set apart? 
    God’s name is not restricted to a particular title:  Yahweh, God, 
Jesus, etc.  God’s name is any way He makes Himself known; 
and He clearly tells us the MAIN WAY His name is defined: 
 

Psalm 138:2  ...You have magnified Your Word above all 

Your name.  

 

    This says that the Bible is greater than any other way God de-
fines Himself.  That makes sense.  If God has written something, 
that must be clearer than the other ways He communicates Him-
self (those specifically being creation and our own consciences).   
    “Let Your name be set apart,” then, means the Bible must be 
treated holy.  Where and how?  In all the world and in every way.  
This is an evangelistic prayer, then. 
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    But mostly it is a prayer for Christians’ sanctification: that the 
Church will know her God by His voice in the Word.   
 

    Further within this category, it is a personal prayer:  “Let me 
think on Your Word this day, setting it apart as my delight and 
MEDITATION (Ps 1:2; Josh 1:8). Thus shall I know and honor Your 
name: Your self-definition.”  And God holds us accountable to 
meditate on Scriptures throughout the day. 
 
    THIS IS THE MOST IMPORTANT PART OF THE MODEL 
PRAYER.  It is the request in the section.  It focuses 
us on God’s Name: who He is.  EVERYTHING ELSE FLOWS FROM 
THIS.  If we haven’t discerned God’s being and character and be-
gun our supplication accordingly, the rest of the prayer will be 
limited to that very degree. 
 

Prov 18:10  The Name of Jehovah is a strong tower: the right-

eous runs into it, and is safe [set on high]. 

 

 

The Second Request 
 
    The second request follows the first very logically.  “May Your 
kingdom come.”  (Adding “may,” as some translators wisely do, 
makes it more obvious that it is a request.)  God’s Name is who 
He is.  The main ASPECT of who God is to us as His creatures is 
that He is ruler over us– a king.  I therefore ask that His 
“Reign” (equally accurate word for “Kingdom”) will arrive. 
    This is obviously a worldwide prayer, too.  We ask that God 
will reign in all the world, knowing that one day He will.   
    It is even more specifically a Church prayer, for that is where 
Jesus has singularly planted His flag of dominion for now.  We 
want God’s control to deepen in His people.  This, then, is a re-
quest for revival.   
    Personally, I put myself on the hook to act in accordance with 
God’s kingdom, and I plead for it. 
 

Romans 14:17  For the kingdom of God is ...righteousness 

and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.  

    That’s a mouthful!  This verse expands very nicely into several 
days’ worth of praying.  Pray for righteousness one day, peace 
the next, etc.  Pray for the Holy Spirit to tutor us in all three.  This 
kind of – adding related Scriptural con-
cepts- is how the Model Prayer is supposed to work. 
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The Third Request 
 
    The third request again builds very logically on the first and 
second:   
 

Luke 11:2  ...Cause Your will to be done, as in Heaven, so 

also on the earth.  

 

    If His DOMINION is going to arrive in our midst (2nd request) 

according to who He IS (1st
 request), then His LAWS must be 

kept (3rd request): 
 

Psalm 119:89  Forever, O Yahweh, Your Word is settled in the 

heavens.  

 
    His Word IS obeyed in Heaven.  That’s what we ask be done 
on earth. 
    God’s will is not His decrees: not in this case.  That wouldn’t 
make sense.  We’re asking for something to be done on earth 
that’s not being done in Heaven.  God’s decrees ARE being car-
ried out in both places.  It is God’s commands– that kind of will– 
that are being carried out in Heaven but NOT on earth. 
 
    There is heartache in all three of these requests.  Why isn’t 
God’s name honored, His authority obeyed?  More poignantly, 
why don’t I  honor Him as I should, since I know Him as good 
Master and Savior? 

 

Other God-centered Requests 
 
    Since this is our for prayer, other commanded 
prayers will naturally fit under one or more of its headings.  The 
following commanded prayers go well under one or more of the 
first three requests: 
 
1 Timothy 2:1  Therefore I exhort first of all that suppli-

cations, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be 

made on behalf of all men,  

1 Tim 2:2  on behalf of and all those who are in author-

ity, that we may lead a tranquil and quiet life in all godli-

ness and dignity.  

 

    We pray for leaders of countries so that nations may be at 
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peace so that the Church may pursue holiness. 
    Our prayers must be more specific for lands where the Gos-
pel is not welcome: 
 

 Hebrews 13:3  Remember the as if having been 

bound with them 

 
    We also pray for these countries, and for all countries, that 
God will send evangelists to sow His Word among them: 
 

 Matthew 9:38  Pray then that the Lord of the harvest may 

thrust forth into His harvest.  

 
   Candidate number one for harvest work is always me.  “Lord, 
let me speak Your truth to someone.” 
    And among all the nations we pray for, none pains us more 
than Israel in her apostasy: 
 

 Romans 10:1  Brothers, truly my heart's desire and prayer 

to God for is for it to be saved.  

 
    Israel also teaches us a proper fear as we pray: 
 

  Romans 11:20  Well, because of unbelief they were broken 

off, and you stand by faith. Do not be high-minded, but 

.  

 
    Along these lines, we are to pray for the Church, particularly 
her leaders (chiefly our own elders).  Paul asked: 
 

 Eph 6:19  And pray for me, that may be given to 

me, that I may open my mouth boldly to make known the 

mystery of the gospel 

 

   And we are to pray for one another and all Christians: 
 Eph 6:18  through every prayer and petition, praying in 

every season in the Spirit, being watchful to this same 

thing with all perseverance and petition concerning 

--  

 

The Last Three Requests 
 
    After getting our priorities properly aligned by seeking God’s 



7 

glory first, we move on to our needs, for which God is an infi-
nitely generous provider. 
 

The Fourth Request 
 
    From the heights of Heaven in the first three requests to the 
humblest of needs in the fourth.  I am a creature of earth and 
need food and earthly supply each day: 
 

Luke 11:3  give us our needed bread for each day 

 
    The Luke version of this request is the less familiar one.  
However, the word for “needed” here is the same as in Mat-
thew.  This is probably a better translation than “daily.”  The 
idea of “daily” is covered by the phrase “for each day” anyway. 
    “Give me my needed bread.”  Implied here is a request for 
self-control;  “Don’t give me more than I need.”  Agur, in fact, 
models this very request for us: 
 

Pro 30:8  remove far from me vanity and a lying word; give 

me neither poverty or riches; tear for me my portion of 

bread,  

Pro 30:9  lest I be full and deceive, and say, Who is Jehovah? 

Or lest I be poor, and steal, and violate the name of my 

God.  

 
    I ask my Father at the head of the table to tear off the proper 
portion of bread for me.  I need enough, but not too much.  Most 
Americans need to rein in their appetites.  This gives a theologi-
cal basis for doing so, including fasting (1 Cor 9:27; Matt 9:15). 
 
    Bread represents bodily sustenance.  Everything I need for 
earthly life may be requested under this heading.  As Paul cate-
gorizes it: 
1Timothy 6:8  But having sustenance and covering, we will 

be content with these.  

 

    CONTENTMENT is therefore part of this request, too. 
    This would also be a logical place to pray for bodily HEALING, 
for ourselves and others: 
 

3 John 1:2  Beloved, in regard to all things I pray that you 

prosper and be in health, even as your soul prospers.  
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    Notice that it is our souls prosper that John prays for 
our earthly circumstances, including bodily health, to thrive. 
 

    The fourth request may be the best place for all the items 
we WORRY about instead of obediently PRAYING: 
 

Philippians 4:6  Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by 

prayer and petition, along with thanksgiving, let your 

requests be made known to God;  

Philip 4:7  and the peace of God, which surpasses all under-

standing, shall guard your hearts and your thoughts in 

Christ Jesus.  

 
    Furthermore, the fourth request properly broadens out into 
the spiritual realm: 
 

Mathew 4:4  ... "Man shall not live by bread alone, but by eve-

ry word that proceeds out of the mouth of God."  

 
    So we ask to ingest Scriptures.  In addition: 
 

John 6:35  And Jesus said to them, I am the bread of life...  

 
    Jesus Himself is also to be part of our spiritual fare.  Abiding 
in Him is participating in Him, making Him part of ourselves. 
 
    HOW we pray the fourth request reveals whether we believe 
God to be generous and well-intentioned towards us. 

 

The Fifth Request 
 

    The fifth request moves from trusting God for our earthly 
needs (fourth request) to confessing everywhere and any way 
we have not trusted our God: 
 

Luke 11:4  and forgive us our sins, for we ourselves also 

forgive everyone who is indebted to us.  
  

    “Forgive” carries the basic idea of release.  We ask God to 
release us from the penalties our sins have brought upon us. 
    The basis of this forgiveness is Jesus’ substitutionary death 
on the cross.  He took God’s wrath due His people.  Amazing 
transaction.  Inconceivable love. 
    Obviously, the fifth request can only be made sincerely by 
someone who knows himself to be a sinner.  Furthermore, sin 
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can only be defined by Scriptures.  I come saying, “God, what 
You call a sin, I have done.” 
    The two ways we can sin are by doing what God said NOT to 
do and by failure to do what He COMMANDED– mainly to love 
God and man.   
 

    The fifth request is UNIQUE among the six in two ways: 
 

1) It is the only conditional request. 
    We ask God to forgive us AS we forgive.  It is implied that IF 
we don’t forgive others, God won’t forgive us.   
 

2)  It is also the only request explained afterwards. 
    In both Luke and Matthew, only one postscript is added: 
 

Matthew 6:14  For if you forgive men their deviations, your 

heavenly Father will also forgive you.  

Mat 6:15  But if you will not forgive men their deviations, 

neither will your Father forgive your deviations.  

 
    Jesus gives six requests, then goes back to explain ONLY the 
fifth.  That must make it a ‘show-stopper,’ if you will:  Fail on this 
one, and the prayer doesn’t even make if off the ground.  It’s a 
Do-Something prayer.  Forgive your offenders.  Bring your 
grudges forth: release them. 

    Important question:  Can we forgive well enough to EARN our 
own forgiveness from God?  No.  Our forgiving others is an evi-
dence of our salvation, not a basis for it.  But as evidence, it is as 
SURE an evidence as we can find– for or against our salvation 
(evidence against us if we don’t forgive). 
    As to the proper emotion to convey our repentance:  it is  
sorrow.  If we have no sorrow, we have not really “confessed” 
our sin, for the New Testament word for “confess” is literally 
“same concept.”  I believe the same thing about sin that God 
does.  It grieves Him; it therefore grieves me.  This request 
therefore also requires enough time and deliberation to consid-
er our sins with distress of heart. 

 

The Sixth Request 
 
    The sixth request is the most difficult theologically.  Bypass-
ing the plain meaning, it is usually explained as a request to 
come successfully through temptation.  This is NOT the request 
Jesus here instructs: 
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Luke 11:4  … And do not lead us into temptation, but de-

liver us from the evil.  

 

    The request is that GOD not lead US INTO temptation.  That’s 
hard to grasp.  Why would God be leading us into temptation?  
Herein lies a key to our sanctification.  It’s not that complex 
once you supply the proper foundation. 
    The Psalms contain a parallel request: 
 

Psalm 141:4  Do not incline my heart to any evil thing 

     
    The only way this request presents an insoluble riddle to us is 
if God were INTRODUCING evil things into our hearts.  As long 
as He is not doing that, the request should give us no philo-
sophical trouble. 
    God, so far from introducing sin into our hearts, is merely giv-
ing sins we’ve already chosen the control they deserve– the do-
minion we’ve asked them to have.      
 

Psalm 66:18  If I regard iniquity in my heart, Jehovah will 

not hear. 

  
    Reverse engines.  I’m not walking with God.  He says, “Oh?  
You want the rudder back?  Very well.”  Giving us the rudder 
back is giving control to sin, for that is what controls us when 
God does not. 
    God leads us into temptation; that is, He escorts us onto that 
path we chose over Him.  Oh, we will soon learn our lesson.  
Either that, or we may find that we never really preferred God at 
all.  And this is the fear and the caution God is teaching us in 
the sixth request.  I can’t trust myself at all. 
 

Psalm 139:23  Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me, 

and know my thoughts; 24  and see if any wicked way is 

in me; and lead me in the way everlasting.  

   
    To pray the sixth request correctly, we are asking to be 
searched out.  “Show me, O God, my sin, before it can take me 
captive!”  We know sin is a crafty and deadly enemy.  It has 
many avenues to subdue me, many weaknesses of which to 
take advantage.  But God is infinitely strong to foil all sin’s craft 
as long as I am looking to Him.  Enter the sixth request. 
 

    “Deliver me from evil.”  It is only my evil that will bring me 
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down.  Evil in the world or in the Devil can only entice me; I 
must finally agree for evil to pull me down.  I come to the prayer 
with evil in me– as a native evildoer.  I need rescue. 
    Fortunately, this is Jesus’ very ‘job description’.  He is the on-
ly true Deliverer.  He came TO rescue me from sin!  “That’s just 
what I plead for, Savior, today.  Do what You are.  Save me.”  If 
we cast ourselves on Him, adopting His ways, He will never 
abandon us. 
 

Exhortation 
 
    Obey the command Jesus gave:  “When you pray, SAY.”  
Pray using the Model Prayer’s outline.   
    If you’ve been praying it rote, begin expanding on it with full 
comprehension.  It’s on-the-job-training, so don’t necessarily 
expect great things at first.   
    If, on the other hand, you’ve never prayed by a formula, wel-
come aboard.  This formula is only a ritual if you let it be.  Learn 
how to ask, with everything within you, what God TOLD us to 
ask Him. 
 
    That first morning prayer is a big challenge.  Jesus said: 
 

Mat 6:6  But you, whenever you pray, enter into your room, 

and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father 

who is in secret; and your Father, who sees in secret, will 

reward you openly.  

 
   Note the double measures for privacy: enter the room; shut 

the door.  It’s hard enough to tie down our distractible minds.  
It’ll be nearly impossible with interruptions. 
 
    Some advice:  Commit five minutes daily to a private morn-

ing prayer.  . 
   
    “Five minutes doesn’t sound like enough,” you say.  Listen, 
it’s hard to pray one minute with thorough concentration.  If you 
enthusiastically but unrealistically over-commit, you will easily 
run out of gas.  Better to start with a commitment you’ll have no 
excuse for avoiding, then build on it as you can:  but always 
keep that minimal pledge. 
 
    And it’s got to be first thing.  If you go into the day without 
having prayed, you’re basically saying, “God, I don’t need You 
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yet.  See you in a bit perhaps.”  The only way to commit the 
whole day to God is to start with it.  The alarm clock becomes a 
great weapon in our spiritual arsenal, if we will use it. 
 
    After your first, clear, concentrated prayer for the day, return 
to prayer throughout the day: 
 

1 Thessalonians 5:17  Pray without ceasing.  

 
    Matthew 6:6 (bottom page 11) says God will reward us open-
ly for praying.  Does that feel like an ulterior motive?  It’s not.  
It’s just taking God at His word.  And He’s got so much to re-
ward us with, Eph 3:20. 
 
    Praise God for teaching us how we need to pray.  Now, time 
to put it to work. 

 
P.S.  Praying, or praying a new way, is learning a .  It takes time 

and will go through awkward stages.  Stick with it.  Believe it IS worth it.  God will 

reach you this way, but not if you think you have to feel  like you’re getting something 

out of it immediately.  You’re responding to the Word now, to instruction.  It’s not 

based on your sensibilities about prayer anymore.  Now it’s actually based on faith. 
 

    Strange little creature, faith; especially when she actually is as small as a mustard 

seed.  True comprehension of the Model Prayer is such a tiny starting place. 


