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The Way of Jesus:  The Reward of Private Prayer 

Matthew 6:5-13 

 

Introduction – Busy, Busy, Busy… 

Our modern society has an unrecognized and debilitating disease.  It’s an epidemic.  I know that 

I’m afflicted.  It’s the disease we call “being busy.”  I work six days a week and on the seventh 

I’m often doing projects around the home.  I often work evenings and if I don’t I’ll often read 

books about my business.  I have a strong work ethic and I rarely ever slow down.  For many in 

our culture this is a great virtue.   

 

There is virtue in hard work and faithfulness. But busyness is no friend to your spiritual life.  I 

remember several years ago when I was teaching a course called, Understanding the Christian 

Faith, I required students to take a survey that would reveal the obstacles to spiritual growth in 

their lives.  You can’t really teach something you haven’t done, so I also took the survey.  It 

measured things like knowledge of the Bible, understanding spiritual growth, and supportive 

relationships – all of which I scored in a fairly healthy range.  But the last area it measured was 

busyness.  I got the highest possible score, which in this case was a very bad thing.   

 

How would you score?  How busy is your life?  If you could rate the busyness of your life on a 

scale of 1-5, with one being bored and five being busy from the time you rise till the time you 

retire at night seven days a week, where would you fall?  Chronic busyness is unhealthy because 

it does not allow you to reflect on what is happening in your life.  It is a constant hamster-cage of 

activity that cannot be sustained in good health over time.   

 

Every life must have some silence, some solitude in order to sort things out and be healthy.  

After every big and taxing event in the gospels, Jesus always invited his disciples to come away 

from the busyness of life to rest, to reflect, and to pray.   If seeking solitude for prayer was the 

regular habit of Jesus, then we who seek to follow him need to question our busyness, as 

“important” as we are and find private time to be alone with God.  That’s where Jesus begins his 

teaching on prayer.  
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The Word – Matthew 6:5-13 

“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and pray in the 

synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they 

have received their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to 

your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you. 

 

“And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they 

will be heard for their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need 

before you ask him.” 

 

Prayer 

 

Same Song, Different Verse 

Last week, we dealt with people who gave to the poor in order to prop themselves us.  What 

should have been an act of mercy and kindness was, in fact, and act of egotism and pride.  Jesus 

called them actors – pretending to be someone that they really weren’t.  The technical term from 

Greek theatre, and a term we all understand, is “hypocrite.”  Giving alms was expected of every 

devout Jew.  Prayer was also a religious expectation.  And for the hypocrites, the motivation and 

reward for their prayer was same for their insincere giving – their own benefit.  

 

All devout Jews prayed three times a day, just as Daniel did.  In Jesus’ teaching, it is obvious that 

many prayed out in the open public square.  Their motivation at first might have been good.  

Perhaps they were breaking down the walls between spirituality and secular life.  But pride 

lurked behind what might have been a praiseworthy act in the end.  The posture of prayer for a 

Jew is with uplifted hands.  You can certainly get the picture of a first-century Jewish man with 

his flowing robes and uplifted hands praying in the public square.  He would certainly draw 

attention to himself.  “My, what a spiritual giant! I wish I could pray like that!  Take off your 

shoes children; we’re on holy ground!”  Their goal was not to worship God, but to gain the 

worship of men.   
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We need to be careful here.  Though we don’t wear robes and many don’t lift their hands 

(though, as you know, I do encourage you to do so) we are susceptible to the same temptation.  If 

we use the right clichés, the appropriate sentiments, the holy tone, and impassioned voice, we 

can, without realizing it, seek the approval of men rather than the heart of God.  And, worst of 

all, those who don’t know how to pray with all those fancy words and tone of voice are 

intimidated into silence.  Jesus wasn’t teaching against prayer in public.  If that were the case, 

then the church in the Book of Acts certainly misunderstood him.  Their gatherings were 

characterized by corporate prayer where they would lift their voices up together.   

 

Jesus was teaching against prayer that was aimed at the approval of men.   The corrective to 

insincere public prayer is private prayer.  Theologian D.A. Carson asks the simple question, “Do 

I pray more frequently and more fervently when alone with God than I do in public?”
1
  Our 

private prayer life must drive our public expressions. Otherwise, they are empty and just for 

show.   

 

Jesus’ teaching for his followers on private prayer is simple and radical.  Last week, I affirmed 

the word, “religion.”  God does expect certain regular behaviors from his people.  For the Jews in 

Jesus’ day, it was almsgiving, prayer and fasting, and Temple service. All that is fine and good.  

Jesus affirmed those actions.  But he went beyond the actions to the heart.  And in the matter of 

prayer, Jesus teaches his followers that the purity of their religion begins with a relationship with 

the Father.  It is very significant that Jesus calls God the Father and he invites his followers to do 

the same.  The Old Testament does not call Yahweh, “Father.”  The Hebrew Scriptures do say 

that he is “like” a father (Psalm 103:13), but they do not address him directly as “Father.”  Jesus 

breaks new ground by inviting his disciples to enter into a warm and intimate relationship with 

God by calling him “Father.” 

 

The pagans, of course, had no such thing in their appeal to their many different gods.  With such 

a variety of gods that they had conjured up in their imagination, it is no wonder that they had to 

put on a song and dance with many words to be heard by their deities.  Perhaps Jesus had Elijah 

in mind when he was taunting the prophets of Baal : 

                                                      
1
 D.A. Carson, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, p. 63. 
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And they took the bull that was given them, and they prepared it and called upon the 

name of Baal from morning until noon, saying, “O Baal, answer us!” But there was no 

voice, and no one answered. And they limped around the altar that they had made. And at 

noon Elijah mocked them, saying, “Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either he is musing, or he 

is relieving himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened.” 

And they cried aloud and cut themselves after their custom with swords and lances, until 

the blood gushed out upon them. And as midday passed, they raved on until the time of 

the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice. No one answered; no one paid 

attention. 

I Kings 18:26-29 

 

Jesus said, “Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need [even] before you ask 

him.” 

 

The Reward of Private Prayer 

Henri Nouwen, a pastor and psychologist, a deeply spiritual man of prayer, wrote these wise 

words: 

 

Without solitude it is virtually impossible to live a spiritual life.  Solitude begins with a 

time and place for God, and God alone.  If we really believe that God not only exists but 

also is actively present in our lives – healing, teaching, and guiding – we need to set aside 

a time and space to give God our undivided attention… 

 

A life without a lonely place, that is, a life without a quiet center, easily becomes 

destructive.  When we cling to the results of or actions as our only way of self-

identification, then we become possessive and defensive and tend to look at our fellow 

human beings more as enemies to be kept at a distance than as friends with whom we 

share the gifts of life. 
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In solitude we can unmask the illusion of our possessiveness and discover in the center of 

our own self that we are not what we can conquer, but what is given to us.  In solitude we 

can listen to the voice of the One who spoke to us before we could speak a word, who 

healed us before we could make any gesture to help, who set us free long before we could 

free others, and who loved us long before we could give love to anyone.  It is in this 

solitude that we discover that being is more important than having, and that we are worth 

more than the result of our efforts.
2
 

 

No one likes troubles and trials.  We don’t need to pray for them; they come naturally in the 

course of our life.  I’ve said it before.  I’ve quoted it before.  I’m sure many of you have sung 

Andre Crouch’s song, “Through it all, I’ve learned to trust in Jesus, learned to trust in God.”  It is 

often in the solitude of suffering that we find the riches of private prayer.  In that sense, 

suffering, solitude, and loneliness are gifts from God.  They drive us to the secret place where we 

meet with our Father who knows our needs even before we voice them.   

 

Close and open conversation with the Sovereign Creator of the world who loves and cares more 

than you can conceive…that is a reward that is far superior than the approval of people who 

probably don’t care a wit about you but think you offer good prayers.  That’s what Jesus was 

talking about.   

 

But How? 

But how do I do this Pastor Bob?  How do I carve out time from my busy schedule when I’ve got 

responsibilities to fulfill that take virtually every waking moment?  And then, if I do find some 

quiet time to myself, I just want to unwind in front of the TV or, if I do try and pray, I fall asleep.   

 

Trust me, I get it.  I haven’t fully arrived.  I would offer these few things:   

 

 First of all, give yourself some grace.  A condemning and legalistic voice is not the voice 

of God.  Your Father knows you better than yourself.  He knows the hectic demands on 

your life.  He wants to give you life, not burden you with more obligations.  Realize, too, 

                                                      
2
 Henri M. Nouwen, The Only Necessary Thing, p. 42-43.  
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that life runs in seasons.  There are seasons when you won’t have much time or space for 

solitude.  There are times when life will be at a more relaxed pace.  

 Second, look for opportunities wherever they might arise.  A walk alone is a great 

opportunity to spend time with God.  I was required to walk the dog every day after 

school when I was in high school.  Those walks were some of the most significant times 

of prayer in a very dynamic season of life for me.  For over a year now, I read at least one 

psalm before I go to bed and one even before I get out of bed.  I have found it to be life-

giving because the psalms are prayers.  I have a thirty minute drive to and from work 

each day.  I used to listen to the radio all the time.  Now, most of the time, it is off and I 

am praying and reflecting.  I pray and journal in my office.  Most of you have jobs that 

won’t allow that.  But each person is different.  Look for ways to carve out time and a 

private space, free from distractions.  Jesus did say to go into your closet.   

 Third, build a routine.  Over time, it will reinforce itself and you will find that solitude 

and prayer are less an obligation to fulfill, but a holy habit you can’t live without.    

 And God will reward you.  I went to the trouble of putting a quote in the bulletin for you 

about being honest in your private prayer.  Please take it out.  I’d like to read it for you.   

 

Tell God all that is in your heart, as one unloads one’s heart, its pleasures and its pains, to 

a dear friend.  Tell him your troubles, that he may comfort you; tell him your joys, that he 

may sober them; tell him your longings, that he may purify them; tell him your dislikes, 

that he may help you to conquer them; talk to him of your temptations, that he may shield 

you from them; show him the wounds of your heart, that he may heal them; lay bare your 

indifference to good, your depraved tastes for evil, your instability.  Tell Him how self-

love makes you unjust to others, how vanity tempts you to be insincere, how pride 

disguises you to yourself and others.   

 

If you thus pour out all your weaknesses, needs and troubles, there will be no lack of 

what to say.  You will never exhaust the subject.  It is continually being renewed.  People 

who have no secrets from each other never want for subject of conversation.  They do not 

weigh their words, for there is nothing to be held back; neither do they seek for 

something to say.  They talk out of the abundance of the heart, without consideration they 
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say just what they think.  Blessed are they who attain such familiar, unreserved 

[conversation] with God.
3
  

 

Have you found that to be true?  I have.  Those, and more, are the rich rewards waiting for the 

people who will meet with God the Father in private prayer.  

 

Kingdom Prayer  

In the Sermon on Mount, Jesus was teaching his followers a new way of life - life that was under 

the care and the rule of God.  The Sermon on the Mount is the description of life in the Kingdom 

of God.  After warning against the hypocrisy of showy public prayer and encouraging them in 

their private prayer, Jesus taught his disciples how to pray together: 

 

“Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.  (His name is his character and honoring him 

inspires faith and humility in us…) 

 

Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. (This is God’s enterprise that 

we have been privileged to be enlisted into.  Our prayers truly do make a difference for the 

progress of God’s rule and reign in the here and now…) 

 

Give us this day our daily bread, (The Father knows your needs, but asking him deepens our 

faith and relationship with him…) 

 

and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  (We are in great need of 

forgiveness, which God will give when we confess.  When we know we have been forgiven of our 

great moral failures, it is natural that we forgive the little moral failures that people have with 

us…) 

 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. (Satan seeks to destroy us as the very 

real enemy of our souls – we need the Father’s protection…) 

 

                                                      
3
 Chuck Swindoll, Swindoll’s Ultimate Book of Illustrations and Quotes, p. 450-451. 
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[For yours is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory forever. Amen.] (It is yours, and yours 

alone…) 

 

These are the words of Jesus.  This is the way of Jesus.  

 

 


