
Sunday 17th November 2019 
Ephesians 6.18ff 

‘Pray on all occasions.’ 
 

We are coming to the closing verses of Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians. It is the opinion 
of many that the Epistle does not splutter to a close, but that these last verses of 
chapter six are a climax, a rational for paying close attention to what has gone before. 
These verses are not only an integral part of what it means to, ‘live to the praise of 
God’s glory,’ but are the very highest expression of what that means. 
 
To pray for others and the world not only requires a certain personal disinterest of 
ourselves, it takes a heart that is set on God and His honour, above our own personal 
interests. It also requires a character which is maturing in Christ likeness, and a 
knowledge of God’s will and ways. It is this spiritual development and setting of our wills 
that is addressed in the early chapters of the Epistle. It is a truism that the training of 
soldiers is so that they can effectively fight. It is the purpose of discipline and 
discipleship to make people holy, so as to be able to serve God in holiness. This has 
been addressed in the book of Ephesians. It is my contention that all that has gone 
before has been to bring us to this place where the theory and teaching and the training 
is put into practice in the highest of callings, and this calling is to prayer. 
 
Prayer is a subject close to Paul’s heart.  In most of his letters, he asks those who read 
them to pray for him in his ministry to Jews and Gentiles. He tells the recipients of the 
letters the objectives of his prayers for them, and he encourages his hearers to join with 
him in praying for the saints and the peoples. 
 
Let me say again, the purpose, the effect,t that Paul hopes to have on his readers is to 
bring them to maturity, to a place of prayer. There are many Scriptures which could be 
drawn upon to argue this, but let me draw your attention to one passage. 
 
Isaiah 41 verses 11-16, and especially verse 14 and 15. God is speaking to the people 
of Israel, a small and a relatively new nation, v14 ‘O little Israel.’ With God’s help they 
will punch well above their weight. The metaphor is that of farming, but instead of 
threshing the grain, they will thresh the mountains because God will ‘make them into a 
threshing-sledge, new and sharp with many teeth.’ In the New Testament we hear 
Jesus talking about casting mountains into the sea, and this by prayer. Therefore we 
can conclude that this fearsome instrument that God is going to make of Israel, the 
people of God, is to make them a people of prayer. 
 
Compare this idea with 2 Corinthians chapter 1 and verses 10-11. The pinnacle of the 
daily life of the Christian is prayer, intercession for others, obtaining gracious favour 
from God for others, in and for the world. In a sense there is no such thing as an 
ordinary or a little Christian! Christians become great as we humble ourselves, and join 
and engage in the warfare of the Lamb of God. This war is conducted by intercession, 
and then, if possible, action. Let me say what I mean by this. We may not be able to go 
to North Korea or other troubled places because of restrictions, cost of travel, our state 



of health or inclination, but we can be there in informed and earnest, constant prayer. 
There are reams of missionary books that tell stories of how the prayers of a devoted 
person or group at home have made all the difference out on the mission field. Read 
any of them about China after the nation was closed to westerner’s and especially 
missionaries. No matter how closed North Korea is to the West, they cannot keep the 
prayers of the intercessors out of the land. Pray for the boy who would be a god, whose 
purpose is to remove all references to Christianity from the nation of North Korea. Pray 
for God to grant gracious favour to the believers in North Korea.  
 
Paul tells us in verse 18 to pray in the Spirit with all sorts of prayer on all occasions. 
This means firstly that we are to seek to pray God’s agenda, not ours, and this agenda 
is given by the Holy Spirit. It’s actually very simple to say, find out what God says He 
wants to do, and then ask Him to do what He says He wants to do and is going to do! 
However, we need to have our souls and hearts tuned in to the voice of the Spirit, and 
this is what the first three chapters of Ephesians is teaching us to do. 
 
We are to pray with all sorts of prayers on all occasions. This includes thanksgiving, 
praise, intercessions, petitions, sighs, groans, prophetic prayer (praying the promises of 
Scripture), visionary prayer, prayer for needs expressed, prayer for specific situations, 
places and people. It includes loud prayer, whispered prayer, and silent prayer, prayer 
that only comes in tears, dancing prayer, and bowed heart and knees prayer. Prayer in 
valleys, on mountain tops, in the car, on the bus, alone, with others, one at a time, all 
praying out loud at once, early in the morning, at lunch time, late at night, and just about 
any other combination we could think of, as long as it is in the Spirit.  
 
All these we read of in Scripture. Look at Exodus 32 and 33. The prayers of Moses after 
the Golden Calf incident. These are glorious passages. Moses stands before God on 
behalf of the sinful nation and intercedes for their salvation. Now, that is a pinnacle is it 
not. Where are the people in the Church of Scotland who will stand in the gap for the 
Church and the nation? Will we take up that position?  
 
It is easy to pray, to address words to God, but anyone who reads the Scriptures, will 
soon see that there is more to it than that. God is not obliged to take heed of our 
requests. The book of James tells us that many of our prayers seem to go unanswered 
because they are self-centered and are all about our wants. God is not a machine 
where we put in a coin, press a button and out comes the goodies we want, though 
often we treat Him this way!  Can you imagine being in the garage with a broken down 
car, and telling the mechanic that all we want is a clean and polish! What good would 
that do us? 
 
The New Testament shows us that God requires co-operation from us. We are to be 
concerned about His will, not ours. We have to be growing in Christian character, in 
Christ-likeness if we expect our voices to be regarded in heaven. It is the humble and 
meek whom God hears, and this is demanding. To pray well demands discipline and 
discipleship. The promises of answered prayer and being heard on high are given to 



disciples, those who take the time and trouble to wait upon, and seek God for Himself 
and not only for what He can do. 
 
One of the interesting things that we heard at the Open Doors conference we recently 
attended was what I expected to hear. The Christians in the nations where persecution 
is present do not ask for prayer to be spared from it or delivered from it, but they ask for 
prayer to live as authentic Christians in the midst of it and to persevere through it. This 
is very different to many of the prayers prayed in the West, yet it is more Biblical. Read 
the Letters of John, and Hebrews and the focus is on endurance in the sufferings, not all 
about getting out of suffering by any means! 
 
Perhaps this is why there is so little prayer in our lives. We lack Christian discipline and 
endurance. We are living with this world too close to our faces, that the world to come, 
the one that is going to last, seems far off and less real than the bricks and mortar of our 
present aging world. Perhaps we are so comfortable in this skin, that we are not 
committed to growing to spiritual maturity.  
 
Turn to Luke chapter 11. 
 
This is a very important passage, not only because of the promises and encouragement 
it gives to Disciples that their prayers will be heard and answered, but in the first 
astounding statement made by Jesus. 
 
The disciples had often seen Jesus go off early or late to pray. They had heard Him 
pray, and some of them had received the instruction of john the Baptist regarding 
prayer, and so they now turn to Jesus and ask Him to teach them to pray. We can only 
imagine that just as they had not heard anyone speak and teach like Jesus, they had 
never heard anyone pray as Jesus did. They would have probably heard the religious 
leaders address God with His many and lofty titles, but they would never have heard 
anybody address God as Father, and mean it! 
 
The disciples address Jesus with these words, ‘teach us to pray.’ Don’t bypass this to 
get to the Lord’s Prayer, because there is a very important thing to consider, and it is 
this. Prayer is not a thing that we do naturally, it is to be, and can be learned. We can 
learn to pray if we will. We can be in Christ’s school of prayer. We may dry up in prayer 
after one minute now, but it is the testimony of Christ and many, many other Christians 
that we can learn to pray, even to the extent of spending nights and days in prayer!  
However this is not where we start off when we commit ourselves to learn to pray. 
The disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray, because He prayed with intimacy, 
passion, heart and effectiveness, unlike the Scribes and Pharisees. 
 
Since John had instructed his disciples to pray, this gave Jesus disciples grounds to ask 
Him to teach them to pray. Jesus teaches them the Lord’s Prayer as a model of how 
and what to pray. The first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer are concerning God, His 
honour, His kingdom and His will. How many of our prayers are firstly taken up with 



these. Only after this comes our needs, and then they are directed towards trust and 
holiness!  
 
Let me emphasise this. 
Fact 1. Prayer is taught and learned as an apprenticeship. It is not learned by reading a 
book, though let me encourage you to be always reading a Christian book. It is learned 
in the cut and thrust of life, by praying and agonizing over what to pray for, and how to 
pray in the Holy Spirit, which is essentially to pray the will of God. We learn by doing, 
and there is no set starting point and no set finish point. Those who have never prayed 
can learn to pray once they become believers in Jesus. Those who have been 
Christians for years mostly admit freely that they still have much more to learn about 
prayer. Prayer is like an ocean. No matter how you try to reach the horizon, there is still 
more to go, we never reach the end of the journey. 
 
Jesus taught His disciples to pray. Paul in all his Epistles reports the prayers he prayed. 
We have two of his prayers recorded in the book of Ephesians. These prayers contain 
the content of his praying, what he had learned to pray for them as he prayed in the 
Holy Spirit. He reports these prayers not to butter up the Ephesians, or to massage his 
ego, but to instruct them how they should pray for themselves and for each-other. There 
is much to learn from the recorded prayers of the Bible. 
 
There is a lot of confusion about prayer. It seems that within Church of Scotland circles 
there is an attitude that prayer is something utterly private. People often quote the 
passage in Matthew where Jesus speaks of going into a private place alone with God to 
pray. That is perfectly correct. We read of Jesus rising very early in the morning to go to 
pray, and going out at night to pray. Jesus did this not because there was something 
inherently holy in these times, but they were times that He could devote to prayer 
without interruption, and that is important. Morning and evening are both good times, 
but for shift workers and others, this may not coincide with the hours of morning and 
evening. It’s about getting alone and quiet with God. 
 
However, this is not the only pattern of prayer we find in the Bible. The book of Acts tells 
us of several times when the whole church prayed together. They did not organize or 
agonise about this, but when situations arose, there was an almost spontaneous 
outburst of prayer. It also tells us that on at least one occasion, they all prayed out loud 
at the same time. We find this communal and all at once prayer a standard practice in 
parts of Africa and South America. It probably happens elsewhere as well, but we in 
Scotland find that to be beyond our experience and comfort zone. However, we need to 
realise that to be apprenticed in prayer means private and gathered prayer, both and, 
not one or the other! 
 
How different this is to the way organisations conduct their affairs today. Whereas the 
Early Church rushed to prayer, people today rush to the courts and the press! Even in 
the Church, we organise conferences and consultations. We plan radical action plans, 
and call in the business guru’s and accountants. Why would the Church ever think of 



calling for business to stop, and prayer to be made, after all, what does God know about  
21st Century man anyway! 
 
We learn to pray in private by praying with others, and we learn to pray in public by 
praying in private. Both contribute to learning to pray.  
 
We are so self-sufficient, so wealthy, and so independent in the West that we can take 
or leave prayer as we think we are Bob the Builder, and can fix it! Well, we can’t, and 
we never will. God’s appointed means of governing the earth includes to a large degree 
the prayers of His people. Intercession, praying for others is the highest ministry of the 
Church. Without persistent, Spirit inspired prayer, everything in the Church and the 
nation will be at best mediocre, and it may even be utterly godless. Jesus taught a 
parable to the effect that men should always pray and never faint. What a shame it is 
that the bulk of those who claim allegiance to Christ pray very little, and even fewer 
gather together to pray together.    


