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Lord’s Day 45 

True Prayer 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

Q.116. Why is prayer necessary for Christians?  

A. Because it is the chief part of thankfulness which God requires of us: and also, because 

God will give his grace and Holy Spirit to those only, who with sincere desires continually 

ask them of him, and are thankful for them. 

Q.117. What are the requisites of that prayer, which is acceptable to God, and which he will 

hear? 

A. First, that we from the heart pray to the one true God only, who hath manifested himself 

in his word, for all things, he hath commanded us to ask of him; secondly, that we rightly 

and thoroughly know our need and misery, that so we may deeply humble ourselves in 

the presence of his divine majesty; thirdly, that we be fully persuaded that he, 

nothwithstanding that we are unworthy of it, will, for the sake of Christ our Lord, 

certainly hear our prayer, as he has promised us in his word. 

Q.118. What hath God commanded us to ask of him? 

A. All things necessary for soul and body; which Christ our Lord has comprised in that prayer 

he himself has taught us. 

Q. 119. What are the words of that prayer? 

A. Our Father... 
 

The subject of prayer is of course a very practical subject. If prayer is the chief part of 
thankfulness, that is, if it is the greatest good work we can possibly accomplish, we must be very 
practical when we discuss the subject of prayer. If it is true that we receive nothing of God’s grace 
and Holy Spirit unless we pray for them, then prayer is necessarily a very practical subject. The 
catechism says: God will give His grace and Holy Spirit to those only, who with sincere desires, 
continually ask them of Him, and are thankful for them. Practical is the subject of prayer, if on the 
other hand it is true that if we ask, we receive. For the Lord says in Matthew 7:7, “if you ask you 
shall receive, if you seek you shall find, if you knock it shall be opened unto you.” If these things be 
true, we will understand that the subject of prayer is a very practical subject.  

But it is also an extremely difficult thing upon which we are to concentrate our attention. It is 
extremely difficult for us to pray, and it is extremely difficult for us to understand what real prayer 
is. For prayer is not a science, but an art. And as is always the case, in art there are many amateurs, 
and the amateur always insists that he is the real artist. That is also true with regard to the spiritual 
art of prayer. But that is not the only reason why real prayer is so difficult. For we are all beginners 
in the spiritual art of prayer.  

We have just confessed in the previous Lord’s Day that we have but a small beginning of the 
obedience which is required of us in God’s law. How much more is this true with regard to this chief 
part of the thankfulness of the Christian. And this is also true in art that when we are just 
beginning, we think that we are it. Later on, we see how miserably poor those first beginnings 
were. That is also true of the Christian as he develops spiritually. With regard to the subject of 
prayer, as the Christian grows and looks back as to how he used to pray, and what he used to pray 
for, he sees how miserably poor his prayers really were. And because it is so difficult to really pray, 
we can benefit by the instruction of our catechism with regard to the subject of prayer. And in 
Lord’s Day 45, we have the introduction to what constitutes real, true prayer. 
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Theme: True prayer 

1. What It Is 

2. How it ought to be 

3. For what it asks 

1. What It Is  

You will notice that the catechism characterizes true prayer as the chief part of thankfulness. It 
looks upon prayer as the climax of our good works. In our humanistic, pragmatic world and age, it seems 
rather strange that the catechism finds the climax of our good works and thankfulness in prayer, and 
that the highest form of thankfulness is not in deed, but in word, not in service, but in prayer.  

Prayer is the highest part of thankfulness. By so characterizing prayer, the catechism reminds us of 
what really constitutes good works. Good works are not what and how much we do for God, for then, 
prayer could not be the chief part of the Christian’s thankfulness. If good works were characterized by 
great accomplishments, then prayer could not be the chief part of thankfulness. Prayer accomplishes 
nothing. In prayer, we speak, we say something to God, or about Him, but we do not accomplish 
anything. A good work is not that we accomplish something, that we do something for God, but when 
we can say something of God, that is a good work. A good work is not that we come with great 
accomplishments, but that we taste and say that God is good. From a humanistic point of view, by which 
our age is characterized, this would seem rather foolish. The world today wants action, not words. 
Service, is the slogan of the day. And it is a slogan which is frequently applied to the living God. But 
when the child of God places himself before the face of God, the relation becomes different. The child of 
God understands that God is self-sufficient, and that he can do nothing for God. He knows that it is an 
abomination to the Lord to say that we are doing something for Him. Therefore the highest part of 
gratitude is in word, not in deed; in prayer, not in doing something. That is why prayer is the greatest 
good work and is the chief part of thankfulness. Prayer is not that we ask God for something, it is not the 
expression of our desire for material things. Then the subject of prayer would not fit in at the end of this 
last part of the catechism which deals with the chief part of gratitude. Then it should be placed at the 
beginning, and not at the end. As long as we conceive of prayer as the expression of our desire for 
material things, it does not fit in this last part of the catechism as the chief part of thankfulness. If we 
look upon prayer as the expression of our desires, how can it be the chief part of thankfulness? Or if 
prayer is something that the natural man can at least do, how can it be the chief part of thankfulness? 
You hear that sometimes. You bring the truth to the natural man, and he will not hear the truth. He will 
say to you, I cannot do anything to my salvation anyway. And you keep still, for that is true. But if you 
are not on your guard, you will say to him, you can at least pray. If that is prayer, then we must put it at 
the beginning, not at the end of this last part of the catechism, as the chief part of thankfulness. Then it 
must precede all else. But the catechism puts it at the end.  

Why is that? All prayer is not the same. Scripture uses many terms to express real prayer. It speaks 
of prayer as we do. Meaning that we express our needs. It speaks of supplication, meaning that the 
feeling of our deep need, we draw nigh unto God with supplication. It speaks of groanings and crying. 
Out of the depth I cry unto thee. That is prayer in a condition of oppression. It speaks, on the other 
hand, of the pure worship of God. Worship is a form of prayer. To bow down before God, to adore Him, 
to worship Him, is a form of prayer. So scripture speaks of praise, etc. All these different terms express 
the one idea of prayer. They express the one idea of prayer as it manifests itself in different conditions 
and circumstances. And if we take all these different terms and these different connotations together, 
we find that real prayer is that, on the one hand, we acknowledge that God is God, that He is good, and 
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that He is the sole fountain of all goodness, and on the other hand, we express in all real prayer, that we 
feel the need of Him. That is prayer. That is the essence of it all.  

The expression that God is good and that we want Him, that is the essence of all true prayer. If you 
please, the turning of the soul to the fountain of living waters, to drink out of Him, and after drinking out 
of Him, to give thanks and to say, it was good to drink out of that fountain of living waters, that is 
prayer. Any prayer, in which he that prays does not want the living God, is not prayer. It is imitation and 
is corrupt. That is why scripture emphasizes that God is far from the prayer of the wicked.  

That must be emphasized at all times, but especially in our day. We have heard and seen so much 
of that imitation prayer of the wicked, with respect to the conditions in which, by the hand of God, we 
are walking, that the danger is real that we adopt the carnal conception of the world concerning prayer. 
Then we cannot understand that prayer is the chief part of thankfulness. Real prayer is the turning of 
the soul to the living God in acknowledgment that He is good and that we feel the need of Him. All 
prayer that does not have that principle in it, is imitation. I do not hesitate to say that all prayer that 
does not have that principle in it, is no prayer.  

The catechism asks the question, why prayer is necessary. We must know that God is not a God of 
the hour. He does not fix things from moment to moment, in an arbitrary way. The Lord has fixed all 
things in His eternal counsel. Why then is prayer necessary? Is it necessary to inform the Lord of our 
needs? Jesus answers that question when He says: Your Father knoweth what things you have need of, 
before you ask. We need not assume that attitude. The Lord knows what we have need of without us 
telling Him. It is not necessary to let God know about our needs. Is prayer necessary then to persuade 
God to give us what we like? That attitude is often assumed. The attitude is often assumed that by our 
prayers, we must persuade God to give us the things we would like to have. That attitude is quite 
generally assumed in our day. It is said that God will give us all that we stand in need of, if we only pray 
for them, and keep on praying, and with our prayers, persuade the Lord to give them.  

But it is not necessary to persuade our God. For Hi not only knows all our needs, but He has from 
eternity determined to give us all things necessary, nay, to make us heirs of eternal life with Christ. 
Therefore prayer is not necessary to persuade God. From that point of view, prayer might even be 
harmful, for God is not man. As I said, He is not a God of the hour. When we appear before God, we do 
not appear in a sort of an office and lay our needs before Him, and then God says, I will consider it. God 
is God, and there is never a thing you need that He has not determined that you should have it. All has 
been determined. There is nothing uncertain about it. And He has not only fixed all things, but the way 
in which He fixed them is the best way. We can never by our prayer improve upon it. But the trouble is, 
that would not be prayer. Prayer is not a means by which we prevail on the Lord to give us something. 
The necessity of prayer is not to change the fixed determination of the Lord.  

Prayer is the highest part of gratitude. As the catechism expresses it, we must pray because God 
wills it. If you ask the question why is it necessary to pray, the answer is, because God wants His children 
to receive, consciously, all the fullness of His grace. God gives a tree all that it needs, but the tree does 
not know it. He gives the animal all that it stands in need of, but the animal is not conscious of it. It is 
true, the ravens cry to God for meat, but not in the sense that the children of God pray to Him. But He 
wants His people to be His covenant people, and to be conscious of it. Prayer is to the Christian, what 
our breath is to our natural life. It is God’s will that we should breathe to live. That is not something 
arbitrary. That is God’s ordinance. And even as it is God’s ordinance that we should breathe to live, so it 
is His ordinance that the Christian should pray to live as a Christian. The Christian must pray to live.  

Prayer, in its deepest sense, is the expression by which we acknowledge God as God. That is why 
prayer is the highest part of gratitude. The heart of prayer is always that God is God. That is what 
glorifies Him. Just as the deepest principle of unthankfulness is that God is not God, so the deepest 
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principle of prayer is that God is God. Acknowledging that God is God, and that He is the fountain of all 
good things, is the heart of the prayer of the Christian. Then we can understand that that other element 
of true prayer fits in, namely, that it is the key to the treasures of God’s grace. The catechism says: God 
will give His grace and Holy Spirit to those only who with sincere desires continually ask them of Him, 
and are thankful for them. What does that mean? Does that mean that we must first pray before God 
will give us the blessings of His grace and Holy Spirit? Does it mean that we must pray first, before God 
will give us regeneration, and faith, and repentance, and righteousness? Of course not. If that were the 
case, then we would never be regenerated, we would never come to repentance, we would never 
believe. The unregenerated man does not pray, least of all, for regeneration. If that were the case, no 
one would receive the Spirit of Grace.  

But the catechism is speaking to the Christian, not to the natural man. And God has so connected 
Hid children with Christ that they must continually live out of Him. That is why they must have grace 
every day. And the catechism means to say that the Christian, in his daily consciousness, as he needs 
grace, as he needs forgiveness, and righteousness, and sanctification, and as he needs these continually, 
must turn to the living God in prayer, in order that the soul may be opened to consciously receive that 
grace. God has so willed it, that he should receive that grace consciously, and consciously live out of 
Him. The Christian needs grace continually, for grace is not something that we can run away with, but 
must flow to us constantly. We cannot shut grace up in our heart, but need the living God, in order to 
receive His grace. Therefore the catechism means to say, you must stand in a constant receptive 
attitude to God. That receptivity is not ours. Prayer is not ours. He creates that receptivity in us. But 
nevertheless, that receptivity is indispensable for God to give His grace and Spirit. God opens the mouth, 
and He fills it. But for that reason, in order to receive that grace in his consciousness, the Christian must 
stand in a constant receptive attitude to God. 

2. How it ought to be 

So we understand that if prayer is that gift of God to His child, by which His child turns to Him, to 
eat and drink out of Him, and then to be thankful and say that it was good to eat and drink out of Him, 
we understand that prayer is not everybody’s work. Prayer is a delicate work. That is why the catechism 
mentions certain things by which our prayers must be characterized.  

The first characteristic is, that we from the heart pray to the one true God only. We would say it is 
foolish for the catechism to remind us that we must pray to the true God. Do we pray to an idol? Is there 
danger that we pray to an idol, so that it is necessary to remind us that we pray only to the true God? 
Yes, there is. We must pray to the true God. Who is the true God? He is the living God. He is the God 
from whom, if He should suddenly appear before us, we would all run away. He is the living God, before 
whom the seraphim cover their faces and say: holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty. To that living 
God we must pray.  

Don’t you see then, that as far as we are concerned, we are inclined to pray to an idol? We must 
pray to the living God, who knows what we are going to ask of Him before we open our mouth. Prayer is 
not that we give God information concerning our needs. God knows our needs better than we do. Is it 
not true then that we often pray to idols? We must pray to the living God, who does His will, not ours. 
Our prayers do not influence God. But is it not true then, that we often have in our mind an idol, instead 
of the living God? We must, from the heart, pray to the one true God.  

That means that in prayer, we must assume an attitude in which the whole man is occupied. Prayer 
is an act of the whole soul, of the mind, the will, the heart, expressing itself even in the body. That is 
why we like to assume a certain attitude in prayer. In the folding of our hands, which is but an act of the 
body, we mean to express our helplessness. That is why we close our eyes in prayer, by which we 
express that we want to be busy with God and want to exclude all other things. That is why we like to 
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assume a kneeling position, thereby expressing humility. But that is merely an attitude we assume with 
the body. But in prayer, the whole soul is occupied. In prayer, the mind is occupied. The catechism says 
that we must pray to the true God and not to an idol. It is possible to pray to an idol. That is why the 
mind must be occupied in prayer, and we must know God in order that we do not pray to a mental idol. 
When we address God as if He were our next door neighbor, it is not prayer, but blasphemy. Therefore 
in true prayer, the mind must be busy until it has found the true God. Much of objectionable prayer is 
due to lack of knowledge concerning God.  

In the second place, we must pray in humility. That means that we do not appear before the Lord 
with anything of self. Our attitude should be, Lord thou art all, I am nothing. That is why the Christian 
must pray in the name of Christ. That does not simply mean, upon authority of Christ. He must pray as a 
member of His body.  

And in the third place, the catechism says that real prayer must be characterized by a true sense of 
our needs. That is undoubtedly where we go wrong most often. We do not know our needs. There are 
two reasons why we do not know our needs. The first reason is a carnal one. I have a child that is sick, 
and the first impression is, that my need is that that child recover. I have no work, and I think my need is 
that I must have work. In other words, from a carnal point of view, I think my need is that which is right 
before my nose. That is not so. Our need is that we may have eternal life in the knowledge of the living 
God. That is our chief need. All other things are connected with that one need, and must serve us in 
obtaining that one need. If I am out driving in my automobile, and I come before two roads, the one 
paved and the other a muddy road, I am inclined to take the paved road. But the muddy road leads to 
my destination. Is then not that muddy road my real need? Of course it is. We are so carnal. We grab 
what is immediately before our nose. But that is not our need. Our need is that we may have the living 
God, that we may have eternal life, that we may have heavenly glory. But there is another reason that is 
not carnal why we do not know our needs. That is that we do not know what is coming. We do not know 
the details of God’s counsel. We do not know the details of God’s will concerning me. 

3. For What It Asks 

That is why we must be careful, as far as the details of our prayers are concerned. The Christian 
must pray for the proper things. True prayer is always heard. That is why the catechism says that we 
must consult the word of God with regard to our prayers. We do not know what is pleasing to God. We 
must not pray for the details of life. We do not know what is best for us. We do not know whether it is 
best for us to die tonight, or to continue to live. We do not know what is best, to have health and 
strength, or to be sick. There is one prayer that Paul prayed for fourteen years, and the only answer he 
received at the end of these fourteen years was: My grace is sufficient. Frequently, we must learn to 
bow before the Lord at the end of our prayer and say: Thy grace is sufficient. But the more we consult 
the word of God with regard to the contents of our prayers, the more we will leave out the details and 
say: Thy will be done. there is a whole sphere of things to which we must say: Thy will be done.  

In the second place, there are things for which we must never pray. We must never pray for the 
fulfillment of our carnal lusts, to get ahead in the world, etc. Instead of praying for these things, we must 
fight until we do not pray for them anymore. In the third place, there are things for which we are told to 
pray. When Jesus says, “Ask and it shall be given unto you,” He does not mean that if you have a broken 
leg that if you ask, your leg will be healed. He does not mean that anything you might desire will be 
given unto you, if you only ask for it. But it means that the Lord is the giver of all good gifts. And there is 
not a good thing, but if you ask for it, He will give it. There are many foolish things that we ask for, but 
the Lord does not give them to us. But every good gift He gives abundantly.  

That is why Jesus gave us the Lord’s Prayer. This prayer has been called the most perfect prayer. 
And it has been called such in the first place, because it is the most simple and most complete prayer. It 
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is the most comprehensive, and yet the most simple prayer. And the Lord has given it to us in order, not 
that we should mechanically repeat it, but that it should serve us as guide for our prayers. Did you ever 
notice that in the Lord’s Prayer, there are no details at all? Except for one little detail which concerns 
that which we need immediately, namely our daily bread. But for that, there are no details in the Lord’s 
Prayer at all. If we are hungry, we may pray for bread. Not for prosperity, but we may pray for the need 
that is immediately before us.  

Notice the contents of the Lord’s Prayer. Hallowed be thy name. No details there. Let thy name be 
hallowed, no matter what may come. Thy kingdom come. Not details. That prayer may mean, give us 
depression. Ultimately it means a prayer for the destruction of the whole world. And then, the only 
detail in the whole prayer: give us this day our daily bread. And even there, there are no details.  

When we can pray the Lord’s Prayer in all its implications, then we have perfected the art of prayer. 
In that light, must we not confess that we have but a small beginning? Must we then not end with a 
prayer for prayer? We must learn to pray. And we must fight to pray. We must not pray simply when we 
feel like it, As we only have a small beginning of the obedience with regard to God’s law, so also we have 
only a small beginning with regard to true prayer. There is so much in which we can get along without 
God, so that we must not only pray to fight, but we must also fight to pray. Sometimes we get along 
without prayer for days. Oh, we pray at meal time, a good old custom, but we sometimes go along for 
days without pouring out our soul before God. We must pray to fight, and fight to pray. And as we learn 
to pray, we learn the meaning of what the Lord says: ask and you shall receive, seek and you shall find, 
knock and it shall be opened unto you. Let us ever turn to the living waters and be satisfied, and 
acknowledge that the Lord is good. 


