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~ PUBLIC PRAYER.~ 

DEAR BRETHREN, 

That it is a solemn thing to lead the 
children of God, in their united acts of prayer 
and praise, you will readily allow. That you 
need preparation of heart to discharge this 
service to edification, and reliance on the aid of 
the Holy Spirit, you will also grant (Ps.lxvi.18; 
1 Tim. ii. 8). Yet, while we all admit these 
things, how does it happen that some of the 
prayers in which we join have carried our 
hearts and souls with them as by an irresistible 
power, while others have failed to move us at 
all, and have been in no sort to our profit ? 

No doubt the practical condition of our own 
souls sufficiently accounts at times for our lack 
of comfort and blessing through the prayers of 
our brethren (and it is well at all times that we 
should examine whether the fault lies not in 
ourselves) ; yet, making all due allowance for 
this, the truth remains that many prayers hinder, 
rather than help our devotions. \Ve need 
indeed to guard against the evil habit of sifting 
one another's prayers. But still, it has often 
struck me (and I doubt not others also) that 
there are some manifest erron, into which those 
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are apt to fall, who seek to lead others in prayer. 
Bear with me then, my brethren, while I seek 

to point out some of these; and to offer a few 
suggestions with reference to what is desirable 
in public prayer. 

Definiteness itt our supplications should be 
sought. In presenting a petition on behalf of 
ourselves and others to any earthly sovereign, 
should we not aim at clearness in the expression 
of our common wants and desires? And if un
certainty and ambiguity would be avoided in 
such a case, should it be otherwise when we 
approach the King of kings? For although 
God reads the heart, and regards its desires 
alone, yet, if our prayers be confused and vague, 
how can our brethren add their needful "Amen" 
to our supplications ? 

In prayer meetings for special purposes, we 
not infrequently hear petitions not connected 
in the remotest way with the matter in hand. 
Yet surely we must feel how desirable it is to 
have the specific objects of these meetings 
steadily kept before our souls. In more general 
meetings, God may lay upon our hearts many 
subjects; and then we may well extend our 
thoughts and desires to these. 

Brevity should be aimed at, and needless 
repetition avoided. We sometimes hear the 
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same petition again and again in slightly varied 
terms, or uttered at different times in the same 
prayer. Against the use of these "vain repeti
tions" the Lord Himself cautions us (Matt. vi. 7). 
Prayers lengthened out by needless repetitions 
sadly hinder edificafrm and produce inattention 
and weariness ; while petitions flowing fresh 
from the heart seldom tire us, however long the 
time occupied in their utterance. 

Let there be no set words and phrases. If 
we hold "forms of prayer" to be unscriptural, and 
regard them as tending to "quench the Spirit,"let 
us not fall into similar error by using the same 
words and phrases in all our prayers. We 
almost know what some of our brethren are 
going to say, so constant are they in the use of 
their favourite expressions. Surely their own 
spirit, not the Spirit of God, leads them in this. 

Prayer should be for the ear of God, not 
for the ear of men. The temptation to pray 
so as to be pleasing to our fellow-men is one we 
should earnestly strive against. Yet, we may 
fear it is not infrequently yielded to. The use 
of fine words and poetry may sometimes indi
cate that we are far more conscious of the 
audience of men than of the living God. The 
Lord help us to pray as if we were pouring our 
requests into only one ear-the ear of God. The 
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more we know of secret prayer, the more helped 
shall we be in this, for when praying in public 
we shall be as before our Father in secret. The 
remembrance of this will also guard us against that 
which has been mit inaptly termed "preaching" 
in prayer. 

lrrei•erence in manner, or familiarity in 
language, is surely most u11becoming. \Ve are 
indeed brought nigh to God; we have an access 
to the holiest of all by the blood of Jesus ; we 
are made even now priests of the inner sanctu
ary; we have received the Spirit of sonship, 
whereby we cry, Abba! Father! Yet none of 
these exalted privileges should induce irreverent 
language, or be the plea for an irreverent man
ner in our public worship of God. The crowned 
elders in their high glory, forget not the higher 
exaltation of the God before and with whom 
they sit enthroned: they, at the mention of His 
praise, fall down and cast their crowns before 
His face. If such be the worship of heaven, 
should ours, while yet we are in sinful bodies, 
be willingly less reverent ? In addressing the 
Father or the Son-there is no example given 
us of prayer to the Holy Spirit-the fewer 
adjectives we use the better; if any are used, 
let Scripture be our guide. We never find 
therein, such expressions as" Loving Father," 



6 

or "Dear Lord." In the New Testament, in 
addressing the Father, the most fre<1uent title is 
simply "Our God and Father," and in address
ing- the Son-" Lord Jesus" (Acts vii. 59; Rev. 
xxii. 20) or simply "Lord" (Acts ix. 13; x. 14; 
xxii. 19). And in the Model nraver, the Person 
addressed is named but once (Matt. vi. 9). 

Let us seek earnestness a11d fervency in our 
prayers. \:Vhat fervour marks the prayers re
corded in Scripture! What conscious dealing 
with God ! vVhat refusing to be denied ! How 
Jacob prayed, and would not let the angel go 
until he blessed him. These things characterized 
Elijah's wondrous pravers-a man, nevertheless, 
"subject to like passions" with ourselves. The 
prayers of David, of Hezekiah, of Daniel and 
his fellows, and of many others, were such as 
would admit of no denial. Of our blessed Lord 
Himself, we read, that "He offered up strong 
crying and tears"; and that, "being in an agony, 
He praved the more earnestly." Paul speaks 
of his "great conflict," and makes honourable 
mention of Epaphras, who "always laboured 
fervently in prayers." 

Let thanksgiving never be absent from our 
prayers. The offering of praise specially glorifies 
God, and nothing so tends to strengthen our 
confidence in God for the hestowment of future 
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blessings, as the thankful remembrance and 
acknowledgment of His past goodness towards 
us. The climax of human sinfulness seems 
reached in the solemn charge against mankind 
in Rom. i. 21, "neither were thankful." Thanks
giving for ourselves and others is over and over 
again enjoined on us (see Col. i. 12; Phil. iv. 6; 
Eph. v. 20 ; 1 Tim. ii. 1 ; Heb. xiii. 15) ; yet, 
alas! how constant is our shortcoming in this 
respect. 

In conclusion let me say : If you wish to 
edify your fellow-Christians in prayer, seek an 
intelligent, Scriptural view of the wants of saints 
generally. (See Eph. i. 17-20; iii. 16-19; vi, 
16-20; Col. ii. 1, 2; etc.), Consider the special 
necessities of your times both in the Church 
and in the world. Ponder the condition of 
human life, not only as you yourself have seen 
and heard, but as God has described it in His 
Word. Let your heart be filled with the persua
sion of the value and importance of the blessings 
you would ask; with the assurance of God's 
readiness to "give liberally and upbraid not"; 
and of the glorious intercession of our Great 
High Priest before the throne, who has said to 
us, "If ye shall ask anything in My Name, I 
will do it." Alas! how often do our words exceed 
the reality of our desires. We should be utterly 
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astonished, if God were to take us at our word, 
and fulfil our petitions to the letter. And should 
we not ever bear in mind that it is God alone 
who, by His Holy Spirit, can put the right 
desires into our hearts, and suitable words into 
our lips? 

Be not, my brethren, discouraged from prayer 
by any consciousness of your past failures ; nor, 
if your own heart bear witness to the truth of 
anything that has been advanced herein. Such 
a result of your reading this little paper I would 
earnestly deprecate, Rather, I beseech you, 
seek more earnestly, constantly, and confidently 
than ever the promised and all-sufficient aid of 
the Holy Spirit, who waits in condescending 
grace to teach us " how to pray, and what to 
pray for." 

And may God our Father, who has endowed 
us with all spiritual blessings in Christ Jesus, 
and whose desire concerning us is that we might 
know the things which have been freely given 
us in Him, lead His people throughout the 
world to trust in Him at all times; and to pour 
out their heart before Him. "God is a refuge 
for us" (Ps. lxii. 8). 

3d per Jo1.. 2s per I'OO. 

JOHN RITCHIE, Publisher, Kilmarnock, 


