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Asking & Receiving: How Does Prayer Work?

On Sunday we continued our new sermon series based on Father James Martin’s book, Learning 
to Pray: A Guide for Everyone.  We focused on his chapter about prayers of petition.          

1. Warm-up Question: When you were a child, did you ever ask God for something very 
childlike or outlandish?        

2. Some people swear by prayer; others are skeptical.  The Bible says, “Ask and you 
shall receive,” so most of us do, but the results are mixed.  Sometimes our prayers are 
answered in amazing ways; other times they seem to have little effect.     

a. Psalm 18:6 says, “In my distress I called upon the Lord; to my God I cried for 
help . . . and my cry reached God’s ears.”  Tell us about a time you experienced 
an amazing answer to prayer.  How did you feel when this happened?

b. Even the Bible itself acknowledges prayers are often not answered as we wish.  
Psalm 10:1 says, “Why, O Lord, do you stand far off?  Why do you hide yourself 
in times of trouble?”  Tell us about a time you prayed for something really 
important, but seemed to get no answer.  How did you feel when this happened?

3. The Apostle Paul himself tells us about a time he couldn’t get healing from a “thorn 
in the flesh.”  Read II Corinthians 12:7-10 as printed on p. 3.  

a. Paul’s prayers had resulted in miraculous healings for many.  How do you think 
he felt when his own prayers for a personal miracle went unanswered? 

b. Why do you think Paul’s prayers weren’t answered?  What should we learn from 
this passage about prayer? 

4. After explaining all the traditional reasons given for why prayers often aren’t 
answered as we wish, Father James acknowledges that those reasons are helpful, but 
still fall short, leaving us confused.  Then he says, “How does prayer work?  The 
short answer is that we have no idea.  None of us know how prayer works for the 
simple reason that none of us are God.  I will not sugarcoat this aspect of spiritual 
life.  We will probably never understand why it seems that some prayers are answered 
and others are not.  But I don’t have to understand to believe.”

a. When Father James says, “We have no idea [how prayer works],” how does that 
make you feel?

b. When Father James says, “None of us know how prayer works for the simple 
reason that none of us are God,” what do you think he means?

c. When Father James says, “I don’t have to understand [how prayer works] to 
believe,” what do you think he means?
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5. Jesus invites us to approach prayer with the humility and spirit of a little child.  Jesus 
says, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never 
enter into the kingdom of heaven.  Whoever becomes humble like [a] child is the 
greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 18:3.  Elsewhere Jesus specifically 
encourages us to see prayer through the lens of a child relating to a loving parent. 

a. Think back to when you, as a kid, went to store with your parents and asked for 
stuff.  What was that experience like?  Did you always get what you asked?  If 
not, why did you keep asking?  What are some lessons we can learn from that 
about prayer?

b. Read Matthew 7:7-11 as printed on p. 3.  Look at this passage carefully.  Does 
Jesus promise here that we will always get what we ask for?  If not, what then is 
his point?  What key lessons should we draw from these words of Jesus?

6. If our prayers of petition are sometimes answered, but not always, that raises the 
question: Are there ways we can increase the effectiveness of our prayers?  Jesus 
mentions three key principles: (1) faith matters (Mt. 17:20), (2) persistence matters 
(Lk. 18:1), and (3) having others join you in prayer matters (Mt. 18:19).  Which of 
these principles do you need to pay more attention to – and why?  

7. Even when we apply the principles Jesus teaches, the answer will still often be no, 
which raises the next obvious question: Do our prayers ever really change God’s 
mind?  In other words, do our prayers ever change what God wants to happen?  Some 
say God’s mind never changes because God is perfect.  Others say God often changes 
because flexibility is part of being a perfectly loving being.  How do you see it?

8. To pull all this together, Father James suggests we look to Jesus’ prayer in the Garden 
as a model for how to pray like a child.  Read Matthew 26:36-46 as printed on p. 3.  

a. Why do you think Jesus asked to be delivered from his suffering even though he 
knew deliverance probably wouldn’t occur?  What can we learn from Jesus from 
this part of his prayer?

b. If Jesus wanted to be delivered, why did he add the second part of his prayer, “Yet 
not what I want, but what you want.”  What can we learn from Jesus from this 
part of his prayer?  

c. What’s something you really want that you are asking for in your prayers?  Are 
you comfortable praying in both the ways Jesus did in the Garden?  

d. Someone retell the story Jeff shared about Corrie ten Boom and her father on the 
train when she asked him to explain the meaning of “sex sin.”  Basically her 
father told her she was too young to understand and would just have to trust that 
there was an answer that she would grasp someday when able.  Are you 
comfortable accepting that there are many things about God and life that we 
simply will never fully understand in this life?  Why or why not?
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II Corinthians 12:7-10
7[Because of the exceptional character of the revelations [God gave me,] to 
keep me from being too elated, a thorn was given to me in the flesh, a 
messenger of Satan to torment me, to keep me from being too 
elated. 8Three times I appealed to the Lord about this, that it would leave 
me, 9but God said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.”  So, I will boast all the more gladly of my 
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me. 10Therefore I am 
content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for 
the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.

Matthew 7:7-11
7 Ask, and it will be given to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the 
door will be opened for you. 8For everyone who asks receives, and everyone 
who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be 
opened. 9Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will 
give a stone? 10Or if the child asks for a fish, will give a snake? 11If you then, 
who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more 
will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask!

Matthew 26:36-46
36 Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane; and he said to 
his disciples, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” 37He took with him 
Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and 
agitated. 38Then he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death; 
remain here, and stay awake with me.” 39And going a little farther, he threw 
himself on the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup 
pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.” 40Then he came to 
the disciples and found them sleeping; and he said to Peter, “So, could you 
not stay awake with me one hour? 41Stay awake and pray that you may not 
come into the time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.” 42Again he went away for the second time and prayed, “My Father, if 
this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done.” 43Again he came and 
found them sleeping, for their eyes were heavy. 44So leaving them again, he 
went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. 45Then he 
came to the disciples and said to them, “Are you still sleeping and taking 
your rest? See, the hour is at hand, and the Son of Man is betrayed into the 
hands of sinners. 46Get up, let us be going. See, my betrayer is at hand.”


