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Editor's Note

Didn't Jesus say something about the hypocrites who
pray on street corners to be heard by men? So why is
the 9Marks eJournal printing the corporate prayers of
several individuals from Capitol Hill Baptist Church?

Forgive me for presumption in presenting the prayers
of one's own church as a model (hone of them are
mine); my hope is merely to share with pastors a
sample of the richness | have personally benefited
from since 1996. Set aside if you can any concerns
you might have about formality, style, or culture. Pay
attention instead to how big and holy and loving the
God of these prayers is. Consider the strength and
comfort a congregation would find as it listens to its
leaders pray this way. Think about how they will learn
to pray in turn. Think about the church's unity.

Pay attention especially to the two pastoral prayers,
and consider what it means to teach your church how
to pray like—forgive my boast in my pastor—a globally-
thinking and loving Christian.

| trust and rejoice that many pastors will find nothing
surprising here because they already pray this way.
But if you don't pray with such depth, let me encourage
you to consider the samples presented here. Except
for the book reviews, everything else in this issue
should help you to see why. Christians used to take
greater care in their prayers. We need to again. (See

Johnson and Duncan's brief and convicting history of
the matter in ch. 7, Give Praise to God, P&R.)

To get you started, here's what Philip Graham Ryken
has said about his time as an intern at the renowned
William Still's Gilcomston South Church in Aberdeen,
Scotland: "Back in 1992 it was typical for a member of
that church to thank God for the way he had brought
down the Iron Curtain of communism in eastern
Europe. From the way that they prayed, it was clear
that they believed that their prayers had something to
do with the collapse of the Soviet Empire. | was
tempted to pull one of them aside and say, 'You know,
it was a little more complicated than that. The global
economy had something to do with it, not to mention
the arms race and the spiritual bankruptcy of
communism. It took more than your prayers to pull
down the Berlin Wall.'

"l was tempted to say such a thing, but | knew better.
Who is to say what part a praying church actually plays
in world affairs? To go to Gilcomston on a Saturday
night was to know what was going on in the world. The
prayers of God's people really are at the heart of what
God is doing. When the true history of the world is
finally written, we will discover that Christians like the
ones in Aberdeen had a profound influence on world
events" (P. G. Ryken, Jeremiah & Lamentations: From
Sorrow to Hope, Crossway, pp. 390-91).

—Jonathan Leeman
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On the Use and Importance of Corporate Prayer
An Interview with Mark Dever

SIGNIFICANCE OF CORPORATE PRAYER

What's the difference between individual prayer and corporate prayer?

In individual prayer, | am simply responding to God myself—my own knowledge of him, my relationship with him, my
experience with him. In corporate prayer, when somebody opens their mouth to pray for a whole group of people, then the
person leading has to think not just for themselves but they have to think, "What does this Bible study group, or what does my
family, or what does this local church need to praise God for, thank him for, confess and ask him for right now?"

In corporate prayer is the person praying speaking to God, to people, or to both?

To both. People don't think about that sometimes. You know, it's like when somebody talks about someone else praying in a
quiet voice, and then the person who did the praying responds in a sort of self-righteous way, "l wasn't talking to you." Well,
actually, if you're praying out loud you are talking to them in part. You see this in the prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah. You'll
see that in the Psalms, too. Basically if you're opening your mouth and asking us to close ours, then you are in part speaking
to us. And you just have to take account of that fact.

So practically, if you're the person leading that prayer, pray "We," not "." You may occasionally pray "I," but generally you
should pray "we" because you're representing yourself and all those other people before the Lord.

Let me follow up on a point you were just making about seeing corporate prayer exampled in Scripture. Since it's based in
Scripture, is corporate prayer something pastors should—normatively should—be doing?

Oh, yeah. It's the example you see in Acts. Also, Paul exhorts Timothy to do this in his correspondence with him. Yeah,
definitely.

Is the church that fails to take corporate prayer seriously depriving its members of something?

Yes, | think you deprive yourself and your members of one of those key parts of what your identity is as Christians. Paul tells
the Corinthians that we have the same Spirit in us, and corporate prayer is a wonderful acting-out of the ontological unity that
we have spiritually as we literally speak with one voice to God. To deny that, and to instead view the church’s gathering as
your quiet time with five hundred other people, is to miss out. It screens out the local church from the reality experienced as a
Christian. It's an impoverishment.

So what are some of the benefits for the individual Christian of corporate prayer? Here | am; I'm a member of a congregation;
I'm sitting here participating in this corporate prayer—what are the benefits for me? How will | grow in grace?

Participating regularly in corporate prayer begins to take out the individualistic assumption that Christianity is only about me
and my relationship with God; and it begins to re-situate us as individual Christians in the congregation so that we become
aware of this person who's sick, this person who's just had a baby, this person who’s unemployed, this person who's just
become a Christian. Participating in corporate prayer helps us discover that our lives as followers of Christ are tied up with one
another’s. It helps us discover how God cares about the congregation as an entity—that it should be marked by the fruit of the
Spirit and the love of John 13:34-35.

That's not how Christians in America normally talk. You hear about "my own spiritual desires and demands"; you don't really
hear about the local congregation’s desires and demands. But regularly participating in corporate prayer reintroduces these
ideas and reorients our thinking.

So it works against disunity.



Yes, among many other things. It works against disunity because you begin to realize that that person that you are
disregarding, mocking, or dismissing is actually part of your own body. You have to approach them and their problems—even
when you disagree with them—differently than you would before.

Including owning their...

Yes, it's not "their problem," it's "our problem." This pulls you into church discipline. It pulls you into correcting other people. It
pulls you into other aspects of life together because you tangle your life up with theirs.

To what extent are you conscious of pastoring the people as you pray?

I am really aware of that when I'm preparing a prayer. | won't write out a manuscript, but I'll make notes of what | want to pray
for and while I'm doing this | will think along these lines. When I'm actually praying, though, | am really aware of being in the
presence of God, and I'm only secondarily thinking about the people.

Are you saying that you're more aware of being in God’s presence when you lead in corporate pray than when you pray
individually?

Oh, yeah! I'm highly aware of—you know—"Lord, here we are in your presence at CHBC, and here’s what we would like to
talk to you about." Yes, | feel very conspicuous.

More than when you preach?

Similarly or more. Certainly not less. | mean, | feel like I've walked up to the Chief Shepherd, and I'm his little undershepherd.
And I've got all these sheep, and I'm trying to get them to, sh-h-h-h, pay attention now, you know, | kind of feel like that. | hope
I'm not now ruining your experience of the pastoral prayers here at CHBC with distracting images.

Oh, not at all...What are you trying to teach people through your corporate prayer about their individual prayer lives? What
would you want them to replicate?

| got a great letter once from a member who was a new Christian, saying that she had learned how to pray in her own personal
devotional life from being in the services at CHBC. In fact she had even learned how to pray in public by listening to the
different prayers that were prayed. So | would hope that we would model different aspects of our relationship with God by the
prayers that we have in public.

SUNDAY MORNING GATHERING

So, getting practical, you have two different services—the Sunday morning and the Sunday evening service. Let’s start with
Sunday morning. What do you do on Sunday mornings?

We certainly think that different churches have freedom to do it different ways. But at Capitol Hill Baptist we will always have a
prayer of praise (which is focused on some aspect of God), a prayer of confession (where we confess our sins), a prayer
of intercession/pastoral prayer (where we pray through various concerns that we have as a church family), and a brief
prayer of thanks. There will also be a prayer after the sermon in which we try to pray certain truths into our hearts; and there
will sometimes be a brief prayer of invitation for God’s presence at the beginning of our service.

You mentioned prayers of praise, confession, intercession, and thanks, which is basically what we see listed in the bulletin
every week. But the Psalms have more than just these four categories. There are also prayers of lament, remembrance, and
more. Would you ever do a prayer of lament? Why do you camp on those four?

Some of the things that the Psalms illustrates for us are contained in individual prayers. So they’re not all prayers that will be
normal in the corporate worship. Having said that, a prayer of lament certainly can be appropriate publicly and corporately, and
I think we certainly would have elements of that.

Prayers of remembrance?

Yes, and that happens in the prayer of praise often. But back to the prayer of lament—I think that in my own pastoral prayers,
at the end, sometimes I'll reflect on what we Christians are and how our culture understands us, and I'll lament that.



Any further comments on what you want accomplished in the prayer of praise?

We try to distinguish it from just a prayer of thanks. The prayer of thanks is me thanking God for something that he’s given me.
A prayer of praise is a prayer acknowledging an aspect of God’s character that's been revealed to us. So we might praise him
that he is a saving God; whereas we might thank him for his salvation of us. We would praise him that he is a revealing God—
that he, in and of himself wants to make himself known—whereas we might thank him for giving us the gift of his Word and his
Spirit—things like that. So | think it's good to help us to think of God as the Bible reveals him to us even before we meditate on
what he’s done for us.

So for the few theological nitpickers out there who I've heard try to demolish the distinction between thanks and praise by
saying, "We only know him through his economy of redemption," you're still going to say . . .

That he has revealed more about himself than merely the economy of redemption.
What's being accomplished in the prayer of confession?

We certainly can’t confess every sin that we've committed. But we mean to lead the congregation in thinking about their lives
before the Lord, especially in light of whatever text the church will be studying that particular morning. So it's meant to
encourage self-examination and to help us meditate on God’s holiness and how that matches with the lives we've been
leading. Then at the end, with the entire bill being totaled up, as it were, we ask for his forgiveness in the name of Christ.

Which you then conclude with...

Well, after the prayer for forgiveness for our sins, we read an assurance of pardon from Scripture. We don't do that as priests
saying, "l absolve you." But we do quote from God’s Word on how God gives us forgiveness through Christ. There are many
great verses which assure the saints and instruct others.

Seven or eight years ago, | remember you said that you didn’'t do a prayer of confession every week because you were
concerned about causing visiting or former Catholics to stumble, whereas now the practice is to do one every week. Why the
change?

I just got to thinking about it and decided the damage of not doing a weekly prayer of confession was greater than the risk of
doing one.

Gotcha.
Yeah, and we might change it back at some point. | don’t know. But | think it seems like a good, healthy part of church life.

Will you walk me through your pastoral prayer? You seem to take an extended time on that. What do you do, and why you do
it?

Let me start with the "why." | think the pastoral prayer is important for showing ourselves and others that the church is not
doing what we appear to be doing, but that all this is God’s work. Ultimately, everything that we do is dependent upon God and
his grace, his mercy, his action. So | think the time given to intercession is a proper, appropriate, worshipful, thankful
expression of dependency, and it's a good and right thing for Christians to do.

It's a form of praise.

Itis. It's another form of praise as we confess our neediness. And we confess it out loud and publicly because we're confident
of his sufficiency and of his good will toward us in Christ.

You often state that at the beginning of your prayers.

I'll sometimes say something like that. Other times I'll begin with a statement from a prayer of Daniel’s in Daniel 9 where
Daniel calls on God to act and to answer for the sake of his name.

I'll begin my requests by asking the Lord to intervene in situations that will be strikingly on the mind of the congregation if some
member has recently been married or died or if there’s a situation that the whole congregation’s aware of.



Then I'll pray for other classes of people: maybe the unemployed, maybe those longing to have children, something like that.
Sometimes I'll pray for members by name.

And then I'll pray for those in authority over us, and I'll pray for two or three things about our city or nation that are at stake. |
often pray for the schools. | think the public schools are a very important part of the future in this country. Part of what praying
for our authorities means very practically is praying for those who have authority in the public schools.

Then | will pray for those who have gone out from us to preach the gospel, which for us means missionaries, seminarians, and
pastors.

I'll also pray for at least one other church by name and its pastor. Sometimes it'll be another Baptist church, but more often
than not it will be a church of another denomination. Usually it will be a church in our own area, but sometimes | pray for
specific churches or ministries outside of this area.

Then | will pray for a number of different countries. Sometimes I'll pray for their governments; sometimes for religious
freedoms; certainly for the spread of the gospel.

| try occasionally to thank God, because he has done so much to answer our prayers. It seems appropriate to remember that
when publicly praying, lest we make it look like we're beggars because he doesn’t greatly give to us, when he does. | know
we've already had the prayer of praise and we’ll have a prayer of thanks, but | just want to thank him a little bit here, too.

Finally, I will pray for Christians to be marked by certain characteristics, including our own congregation. And here I'll usually
pray through the points of the sermon for us as a congregation. | pray that God would help us to hear, understand, and
change.

How can a pastor get from a place where the Sunday morning gathering has one or two undefined prayers to having these
three or four defined prayers every Sunday morning?

He should just start planning it into the service. He can teach on it in his sermons, as he has opportunity to mention prayer;
quickly explain why he’s doing these different things. Part of what prevents pastors from doing this, though, is the larger issue
of thinking of the service like they’re on TV time—no wasted time, no wasted space. So teach them, "Look, we’re not about
that. It doesn’t matter if we get done at 12:00 or not."

OTHER NUTS & BOLTS

How long are your pastoral prayers?

I don’t know. My guess is 5 to 12 minutes.

How long are the other prayers—the prayer of praise and of confession?

The prayer of praise, I'd guess, is like 4 to 7 minutes. The confession is a little shorter, like 4 to 6 minutes, maybe.

A few moments ago, you said you make notes. Do you encourage guys to write out their prayers, or is spontaneity the better
way to go?

There are advantages to both. What you want is sincerity, but you also want it to be well thought through. If you're able to think
on your feet well and not distract your people but lead them to the Lord, that's great. But if you get tongue-tied and repeat
yourself a lot, then | don't care if you're sincere to the point of crying, that's not best—generally—for leading public prayer.

So you don’t have a problem with people writing out prayers?

No, it's fine. Now, if they read their prayers in a way that's distracting because it sounds like they're reading an essay, that's a
problem.

Once we had a staff member who quoted Luther to the Lord, and told the Lord that he was quoting Luther: "Oh, Lord, as
Luther once said..." We told him later, "you don’t ever need to tell the Lord who said something again."



So if the person praying doesn’t come across as if they’re reading an essay to God, but that they genuinely perceive
themselves to be praying, then I think that it's fine to have notes or a manuscript.

Earlier you said that when leading corporate prayer, we should pray "We" instead of "I." Any other practical tips for leading the
congregation in corporate prayer?

Speak up, speak clearly. If you can't speak loudly and clearly, you're just frustrating the old people, and that’s not kind.
Don’t say heretical things.

Try to teach some godly friends in the congregation that it's a good thing for them to give you feedback—not to judge your
relationship with God, but to help you better represent the Lord and teach people by your public prayers. It's appropriate for
you to be humble enough to hear feedback from them.

SUNDAY EVENING PRAYER MEETING

Moving to the Sunday evening prayer service, how are your goals different for the evening service than the morning service as
a time of corporate prayer?

People share various things, and I'll call on various folk to lead us in prayer for those things. So you hear more of a living body
since it's not just the service leaders praying in monologue; it's a bunch of people praying.

Unlike many prayer services I've attended, people don't raise their hands and say, "Will you pray for this?" Instead, people
come to you beforehand. | know it hasn’t always been that way. How did you make that transition?

At first, our church had a normal Wednesday night prayer meeting where one old deacon prayed for all the sick people in the
hospital, and then people put up hands and asked for unspoken concerns. So | tried to get them to move from praying about
their uncle’s cancer to their own cancer; and then from praying for their own cancer to their own spiritual life; and then from
praying about their own spiritual life to their evangelism; and then from their evangelism to the church’s evangelism. My goal
has been to move their prayer to the more personal and spiritual, as well as to the corporate.

How did you do that?
I would tell people "no" when they wanted to pray for a sick baby.
Right, okay. Anything else?

I would say, "I'll pray. Thank you for telling me. Let me encourage you to get your small group to pray, or your friends." When
they say, "Can | share tonight?" I'll say, "Um, no," and then I'd try to explain what I’'m trying to do. It's the one time the church
has to get together and pray about things that affect us as a church, so . . .

How did you transition from people raising their hands, "Pastor, will you pray . . . ?" to everybody understanding that they
needed to come to you beforehand?

Well, they just saw that that's what happened. | think that everybody came to understand it pretty easily. And they appreciate it
because they benefit from the work you as the pastor do of brush clearing. You’re not going to have one guy talk for seventeen
minutes about a situation nobody understands, leaving everyone else struggling in their carnal flesh wishing they could get out
of there. People appreciate your work of making sure beforehand that that doesn’t happen.

Somebody comes to you with something heavy on their heart—it's a neighbor or someone they love who has cancer. Any tips
on how to pastorally respond with a "no"?

You pray with them right then. Encourage them in prayer. And ask them questions about their relationship with that person.

Mark Dever is the pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC and the president of 9Marks.
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A Biblical Theology of Corporate Prayer
_ By James M. Hamilton Jr. and Jonathan Leeman

Biblical theology seeks to uncover the theology contained in the Bible itself, tracing the development of the Bible’s themes
through redemptive history in its canonical shape. This brief, inexhaustive consideration of the theme of corporate prayer will
follow the salvation historical storyline as it unfolds from the Law, Prophets, and Writings of the Old Testament into the
Gospels and Acts, the Letters, and the Apocalypse in the New. It will then offer several lessons for the Christian and the local
church.

THE OLD TESTAMENT

Genesis deals mainly with patriarchs and their families, and so we do not find much material on corporate prayer until the
people of God grow from a family to a nation. Nonetheless, we do see that the members of Noah'’s family are saved through
the favor that God shows to one righteous man, Noah. We also see that God promises to bless all the families of the earth
through Abraham. The salvation provided on the ark for the few based on their relationship with the one and the promises
made to Abraham, first for a nation and then for the world, point to the covenantal structures that typify how God always
relates to those whom he will save: First, the way of redemption will always be established through a mediator. Second, God
always uses a mediator to save a people. The path of redemption in this world is not for lone, vainglorious explorers; it's
traveled by pilgrims locked arm in arm, joined together both for the sake of giving and receiving aid on the journey but also,
more than that, because their very identities are now joined by God.

Noah interceded between God and the people, as did Abraham. And it's this idea of intercession which gives life to the very
idea of corporate prayer. Corporate prayer exists, in other words, because God has determined to grant his shalom-restoring
covenants through a mediator and to a people.

In Exodus the people collectively groan (2:23) and worship (4:31; 12:27), and we begin to get descriptions of what they said
and how they prayed. A detailed account of what "Moses and the people" sang in prayer to Yahweh is recounted in Exodus
15, after the Lord has delivered Israel from Egypt. This is something of a spontaneous example of worship. Definite patterns
are introduced into Israel's corporate life at Sinai when they receive the Ten Commandments. Israel is not explicitly instructed
to pray on the Sabbath, though it is likely that they were intended to use their time of rest meditating upon Yahweh's acts,
expressing trust in him, and petitioning his continued mercy. (Psalm 92 seems to have been composed for the Sabbath.)

The covenantal context of corporate prayer—the stage set through Noah and Abraham—continues with Moses and the
Levitical priesthood. In addition to Moses’ prayer with and for the people in Exodus 15, it's worth noticing Moses’ acts of
intercession for the people when God threatened to destroy them entirely, even though it was not a "corporate prayer," per se
(Ex. 32:11-13). As we often see in prayers recorded in the Bible, Moses appeals to the fact that God has tied his hame to his
people, thereby binding his glory before the onlooking nations to his people’s salvation. In Leviticus, the high priest is
instructed to pray what amounts to a representative prayer confessing the sins of all the people on the Day of Atonement (Lev.
16:21). In addition, all Israelite males are to appear before Yahweh thrice yearly for holy convocations (Lev. 23). The "Psalms
of Ascent" (120-34) were apparently sung as the people went up to Jerusalem for various festivals. Once the Psalms were
written, many of them were probably prayed and sung by the people on Sabbaths and other occasions of rejoicing before
Yahweh (Deut. 16:11).

Joshua intercedes for the people when Achan sins (Josh. 7:6-9), the people cry out to Yahweh when they find themselves
oppressed by other nations in Judges (Judg. 3:9, 15; 4:3; 6:6—7, etc.). Samuel intercedes for the nation when they want a king
(1 Sam. 8) and reminds them of the way the Lord answered their prayers in the days of the Judges (1 Sam. 12:10-11); and
the people urge Samuel to pray for them (12:19), which he promises to do as he says that Yahweh will not forsake them "for
his great name’s sake" (12:22-23).

The years of David’s reign seem to have been a fertile period of corporate prayer, as the sweet Psalmist of Israel, who
receives the blessing of a covenant from Yahweh, gave much of the Messiah’s Prayer Book, the collection of Psalms, to the
nation (see, e.g., the psalm in 1 Chron. 16). Solomon also leads the nation in prayer at the dedication of the Temple (1 Kings
8). Elijah prays a public prayer in his confrontation with the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:36—-37), but due to the selective
nature of these narratives much of Israel’s ordinary experience is passed over with little comment.

Commentary on the storyline that runs from Genesis through Kings comes in prophetic books such as Isaiah, through whom
Yahweh declares that he does not listen to faithless prayer (Isa 1:15); Yahweh works for those who wait for him (64:4), those
who tremble at his word (66:2).
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When we look to the OT Writings, we find a great deal on corporate prayer, particularly in the Psalms spoken from the
perspective of a first person plural ("we") narrator, such as Psalm 44. Not every Psalm is explicitly messianic, of course, but
David’s predominance over the Psalter, the messianic and Edenic connotations in Psalms 1 and 2, and the way the New
Testament authors place the Psalms into the mouth of Jesus, which puts the appeals to the clean hands of a righteous man in
a whole new light, are all hints that the Psalms must be prayed and sung by God’s people as they identify with a righteous
covenantal mediator (see Heb. 2:10-18; 5:5-10).

Writing after the exile, the Chronicler highlights Jehoshaphat’s prayer and Yahweh'’s answering deliverance (2 Chron. 20), an
event not recounted in Kings. Other post-exilic writings also showcase corporate prayers, sometimes with fasting, called for by
Esther (Esth. 4:16), led by Ezra (Ezra 8:21-23; 9:1-15), Nehemiah, and Daniel (prayed on behalf of but perhaps not in the
presence of the people, Neh 1:4-11; Dan. 9:1-19). Ezra’s prayer appears to result in corporate repentance (Ezra 10), and the
book of Nehemiah describes a corporate prayer confessing sin in response to the ministries of Ezra and Nehemiah (Neh. 9:1—
38). Interestingly, the prayers in Nehemiah 9 and Daniel 9 are not only confessions of sin, they are themselves exercises in
biblical theology as the narrative of Israel’s history is rehearsed and interpreted in light of statements made in the Pentateuch
(esp. Lev. and Deut.). An intricate celebration of praise and thanksgiving marks the dedication of the wall (Neh. 12).

Having taken a cursory glance at when corporate prayer happens in the Old Testament, we can point to a consistent emphasis
in these pleas: that Yahweh would act for the sake of his great name, that he would glorify himself, and that he would do this
by saving Israel through the judgment of their enemies. Surely, it's significant as well that the post-exilic Chronicler’s
genealogies culminate in the person of David (1 Chron. 10:14) and that his mediating, messianic figure, of all the ancient
heroes, seems to loom largest at the close of Old Testament history.

THE NEW TESTAMENT

When we come to the New Testament, biblical history begins anew with the birth of a son of David and Abraham (Matt. 1:1),
who will eventually plead before the Father to keep his disciples from the evil one, to sanctify them in truth, and to make them
one (John 17:15-21). This mediator of a new covenant taught not just individuals but a people to pray. After all, they are united
under one Father ("Our Father") and were to ask not just for their own bread and deliverance from temptation and evil, but for
one another’s ("Give us ...lead us...deliver us...," Matt. 6:9-13).

After the Day of Pentecost, the early church devoted itself, among other things, to "the prayers" (Acts 2:42). We have another
corporate prayer that rehearses biblical theology in Acts 4:24-30, and a corporate prayer meeting is held as the people plead
for Peter’s release—a request the Lord grants (12:12-17). Corporate prayer and fasting also leads to the setting apart and
sending out of Paul and Barnabas (13:1-3).

Paul states regulations for the behavior of men and women in corporate prayer in 1 Corinthians 11 and 14, and he asks the
Romans, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians to pray for his ministry (Rom. 15:30; Eph. 6:19; Phil. 1:19;
Col. 4:3-4; 1 Thess. 5:25). Among other things, corporate prayer should always be done in a manner that builds up the church
(1 Cor. 14:16-17). He also instructs Timothy to lead the church in Ephesus to pray for all men, especially kings and those in
high positions, and this is to be done without anger or quarrelling (1 Tim. 2:1-2, 8).

In the book of Revelation the saints who have gone before are corporately petitioning the Father to avenge their blood (Rev.
6:9-11). The prayers of the saints are incense before the throne of God (8:1-4), to which God responds with judgment upon
his enemies (8:5-13). The church responds to the Revelation of Jesus Christ with the corporate prayer, "Come!" (22:17).

WHAT THIS THEOLOGY TEACHES US

When we look closely at these corporate prayers throughout the Old and New Testaments, we see much more than there is
space here to discuss. In terms of what the saints are praying for, several things can be noted. First, it is God’s sovereign
power that summons forth prayer (see, e.g., God addressed as sovereign in corporate prayer in Acts 4:24 and Rev. 6:10,
ESV). People pray to God because they believe that he is mighty to save, able to change the course of events, and willing to
respond to the prayers of his people. Second, we often see confessions of the sin of the people and the righteousness of God
in these corporate prayers. These prayers are laden with true theology and reminiscences of God’s past faithfulness. Third,
these corporate prayers almost universally call on God to do exactly what he has promised to do, whether that be to return the
people from exile (e.g., Dan. 9) or to cause the gospel to advance through the bold testimony of God's people (Acts 4:29-30).
When the Bible records what the people of God pray, it records them asking him to do what he has promised to do for the
sake of his name. In short, God has always intended for his people to pray for his glory and their good.

Though we might fail to notice this in our individualized age, the Bible often assumes that God’s people will pray together.
What's significant about that fact?
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A biblical theology of corporate prayer rests on the fact that God’s people are called to submit their entire lives—which
includes their words—to a covenantal mediator. Every sinful individual needs a man to speak on his or her behalf, whose
words we can make our own—a man about whom we can say, "Yes, yes! He speaks for me. | couldn’t say it, but he’s saying
it! O Great King in Heaven, listen to him, for me." If redemption and the life of redemption hung on "my" prayers alone, what
hope would any of us have? The prayer of a mediator to which a repenting people—God'’s people—can attach themselves is a
clear provision of God’s rich mercy. This makes the declaration that Christ Jesus is interceding for us at the right hand of the
Father one of the most precious truths in all the Bible (Rom 8:34).

What specifically, then, does a biblical theology of prayer teach we who sit in the church pew, or folding chair, or stadium
seating, or couch? It teaches us to listen intently to the person leading prayer, while repeating to God, "Yes, yes, that person
speaks for me and all those around me." It teaches us not to be so arrogant as to think our religion hangs on our ability to
articulate ourselves. It teaches us that the way of redemption requires us to lock arms with others, speaking for them when
they can’t speak and listening to them when we cannot speak. "Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do."

It reminds us that the impulses of our individual hearts are not always reliable guides—we need the mediator’s intercession! It
teaches us to submit our hearts to the praises, confessions, and intercessions of the mediator praying—and the Mediator who
intercedes continually. It teaches us that God is so merciful and stoops so low that, not only does he lisp in words that we can
understand, as Calvin said, he even places words of repentance and praise into our dumb, closed mouths. How gracious and
kind and patient is he!

A biblical theology of corporate prayer teaches us that God’s people will become what they are—united in Christ—as we learn
to speak to the Lord together. Speaking together, after all, trains the desires of our hearts to be united in faith, united in hope,

united in love. Corporate prayer in the church requires the church to agree, to be without division, to be of the same mind and
judgment (1 Cor. 1:10). It's one way the church "stands firm in one spirit" and "with one mind strives side by side for the faith"

(Phil. 1:27).

The corporate prayer of the pastor and his church, of the Bible study leader and her group of young mothers, of the father and
his family, is a shadow and a type of the gospel itself—one person standing in for the many, making intercession for them
(Heb. 7:25).

Which yields at least one more lesson for, not the people listening, but the person leading in corporate prayer: How slowly and
reverently should Christians then approach the task of speaking on behalf of the many! How dangerous it is, apart from the
blood of Christ, to stand in between God and sinners and to presume to speak for either party (see Lev. 10:1-3). Though
Christians may approach God boldly to intercede for others, knowing that Christ’s sacrifice has sufficiently cleared the way to
the Father, surely they should always go with carefulness, preparation, study, earnestness, brokenness, and thanksgiving.

James M. Hamilton Jr. is assistant professor of biblical studies, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Houston Park
Place Campus, and the preaching pastor at Baptist Church of the Redeemer in Sugar Land, TX. Jonathan Leeman is the
director of communications at 9Marks in Washington, DC.

January/February 2008, ©9Marks, Permissions: You are permitted and encouraged to reproduce and distribute this material in any format, provided that you do not alter the wording in any
way, you do not charge a fee beyond the cost of reproduction, and you do not make more than 1,000 physical copies. For web posting, a link to this document on our website is preferred.
Any exceptions to the above must be explicitly approved by 9Marks. Please include the following statement on any distributed copy: ©9Marks. Website: www.9Marks.org. Email:
info@9marks.org. Toll Free: (888) 543-1030.

12



lj} Recommendations for Improving Public Prayer*

RE

. ' By Terry L. Johnson and J. Ligon Duncan Il

Let us make several recommendations for the improvement of public prayer.

PRAY IN THE LANGUAGE OF SCRIPTURE

First, pray in the language of Scripture. Obviously this is our primary point. Listen to the voices from the past as they
universally urge this practice. Matthew Henry says, "l would advise that the sacred dialect be most used, and made familiar to
us and others in our dealing about sacred things; that language Christian people are most accustomed to, most affected with,
and will most readily agree to."[1] Patrick Fairbairn urges that the whole prayer "should be cast much in the mould of Scripture,
and should be marked by a free use of its language."[2] R.L. Dabney says, "Above all should the minister enrich his prayers
with the language of Scripture,” explaining,

Besides its inimitable beauty and simplicity, it is hallowed and sweet to every pious heart by a thousand
associations. It satisfies the taste of all; its use effectually protects us against improprieties; it was doubtless
given by the Holy Spirit to be a model for our devotions. Let it then abound in our prayers.[3]

Samuel Miller says,

One of the most essential excellencies in public prayer, and that which | feel constrained first of all, and
above all to recommend, is, that it abound in the language of the word of God.[4]

Thomas Murphy says,

The prayer of the sanctuary should be thoroughly saturated with scriptural thought and expression. The
language of the Bible is that which the Spirit prompted, and which must therefore be most in accordance
with the mind of God. For the same reason it must be Bible language which is best calculated to express
those devotional feelings which are the work of the Spirit in the heart.[5]

John Broadus counsels,

The minister should be consistently storing in his memory the more directly devotional expressions found
everywhere in the Bible, and especially in the Psalms and Prophets, the Gospels, Epistles, and
Revelation...most of us greatly need in our prayers a larger and more varied infusion of Scripture
language.[6]

But perhaps some are still unpersuaded, or are concerned that what worked in the past may not work today. Consider the
following.

1. This is the pattern found in Scripture itself.

This is not merely the opinion of the Reformers or of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century evangelical theologians. It is also the
pattern that we see in Scripture. The biblical saints learned God-pleasing devotional language from the Bible. They often used
the language and themes of Scripture to interpret and express their experience. Consider for instance Moses seminal
revelatory experience in Exodus 34:6,7.

Then the Lord passed by in front of him and proclaimed, "The Lord, the Lord God, compassionate and
gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth; who keeps lovingkindness for
thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin; yet He will by no means leave the guilty
unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and fourth
generations."

The echo of this revelation is heard on at least thirteen additional occasions in the Old Testament as later prophets learned
from Moses how to praise God (Num 14:18; 2 Ch 30:9; Neh 9:17,31; Pss 103:8;111:4; 112:4; 116:5; 145:9; Joel 2:13; Jonah
4:2; etc). As we have seen Mary at the annunciation drew upon the Song of Hannah (Lk 1:46-55, c.f., 1 Sam 2:1-10; Solomon
at the dedication of the temple incorporated Psalm 132:8,9 (2 Ch. 6:40-42); Jesus on the cross used the words of Psalms 22:1
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and 31:5 (Mt 27:46, Lk 23:46); and the early church in the face of persecution cited Psalms 146 and 2 (Acts 4:24-30). In each
case the language of Scripture provided the language for prayer.

Where then are we to learn the language of Christian devotion if not from Scripture? That this is less than self-evident to a
tradition whose defining principle has been that worship must be regulated by God's word is surprising indeed. Since our
minds are "factories for idols," borrowing Calvin's phrase, we must be taught the language of prayer. Isn't that the point of the
disciples’ request of Jesus, "Lord, teach us to pray" (Luke 11:1)? Isn't that indeed the point of the Book of Psalms? Were the
Psalms not provided to teach the people of God the language of devotion with which God is pleased? If Jesus in the supreme
crisis of his life drew upon the Psalter in order to understand and express His devotion and experience, then we can do no
less.

2. There is a special efficacy in Scripture-based prayer.

It then follows that there is a special efficacy in Scripture-based prayer. No prayers more accurately reflect the will of God than
those which use the language which God Himself puts into our mouths. No request is more sure to be granted than that which
expresses what God Himself has promised to fulfill. No petition is more sure to be answered than that which pleads for that
which God already commands. Pray the promises and commands of Scripture. This principle is evident in James 1. Does God
command that we be wise? Of course He does. It follows then that we should ask for it. "But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him
ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him" (James 1:5). Similarly, pray the
promise of 1 John 1:9, that if we confess our sins God is faithful and just to forgive our sins and cleanse us of all
unrighteousness. Claim the promise of John 3:16 in prayer, that "whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish." Plead that the
people of God will be holy even as God is holy (1 Pt 1:16). Plead that they will love one another and bear one another's
burdens (Gal 6:2). Faith comes by hearing the word of God doesn't it (Rom 10:17)? The word prayed in the hearing of the
congregation will be efficacious to the salvation of their souls.

3. There is a special comfort in scriptural prayer.

There is a special comfort in scriptural prayer. It is one thing to pray, "Lord, please be with us through this day." It is quite
another to pray, "Lord remember your promise, ‘I will never leave nor forsake you™ (Heb 13:5). Can't you sense the
difference? It is one thing to pray, "As we begin our prayer, we thank you for the privilege of bringing our petitions to you." It is
quite another to pray, "We come at Your invitation, O Christ, for you have promised, ‘Ask, and you shall receive; seek, and you
shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.” And so we come asking, seeking, and knocking" (Matt 7:7,8). It is one thing to
pray in the midst of tragedy, "Lord we know that you have a plan." That is a true, valid, and comforting thing to pray. Even so, it
is quite another to pray, "O Lord, you have numbered the hairs upon our heads. You are working all things after the counsel of
your will. Not even a sparrow may fall from a tree apart from you. You cause all things to work together for good for those who
love you, and are called according to your purpose" (Matt 10:29,30; Eph 1:11; Rom 8:28). More effectively comfort the hearts
of your people by echoing the promises of Scripture in your prayers.

4. Scriptural prayer reinforces the ministry of the word.

As noted above, one reason why previous generations of evangelicals were more Biblically literate than ours is that there was
more Bible content in their services than in ours. The word preached and the word prayed and the word sung were constantly
reinforcing each other. The romanticism of the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries emptied our hymns of most of their
biblical and theological content. As noted above, only fragments of scriptural expression remain in our songs. We've already
commented on the state of preaching and praying. The irony that the churches that profess to believe in the inerrancy of
Scripture make such little use of Scripture and are becoming increasingly ignorant of Scripture is bitter indeed. What a
difference it will make if you will call the people to worship with Scripture, invoke the presence of God with scriptural praise,
sing a metrical Psalm, confess sins using Scripture language, read the Scripture, preach an expository sermon, sing a
scriptural hymn, build your intercessions around the five categories found in Scripture, used by the early church, and revived
by the Reformers, and conclude with a scriptural benediction.[7] This done, Sunday morning and evening, fifty-two weeks a
year, year after year will build a strong church, one characterized by scriptural literacy and spiritual maturity. If you worship in
this way your growth may