The Preacher’s Private Prayer

O F course the preacher is above all others distinguished as
a man of prayer. He prays as an ordinary Christian, else he
were a hypocrite. He prays more than ordinary Christians, else
he were disqualified for the office which he has undertaken. "It
would be wholly monstrous,” says Bernard, “for a man to be high-
est in office and lowest in soul; first in station and last in life.”
Over all his other relationships the pre-eminence of the pastor’s
responsibility casts a halo, and if true to his Master, he be-
comes distinguished for his prayerfulness in them all. As a
citizen, his country has the advantage of his intercession; as a
neighbor those under his shadow are remembered in supplication.
He prays as 2 husband and as a father; he strives to make his
family devotions a model for his flock; and if the fire on the
altar of God should burn low anywhere else, it is well tended in
the house of the Lord’s chosen servant—for he takes care that
the morning and evening sacrifice shall sanctify his dwelling.
But there are some of his prayers which concern his office, and
of those our plan in these lectures leads us to speak most. He
offers peculiar supplications a5 @ minister, and he draws near to
God in this respect, over and above all his approaches in his
other relationships.

I take it that as a minister be is always praying. Whenever
his mind turns to his work, whether he is in it or out of it,
he ejaculates a petition, sending up his holy desites as well-
directed arrows to the skies. He is not always in the act of
prayer, but he lives in the spirit of it. If his heart be in his
work, he cannot eat or drink, or take recreation, or go to his
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bed, or rise in the morning, without evermore feeling a fervency
of desire, a weight of anxiety, and a simplicity of dependence
upon God; thus, in one form or other he continues in prayer.
If there be any man under heavén who is compelled to carry
out the precept “Pray without ceasing,” surely it is the Christian
minister. . . . If you as ministers are not very prayerful, you
are much to be pitied. If, in the future, you shall be called to
sustain pastorates, large or small, if you become lax in sectet
devotion, not only will you need to be pitied, but your people
also; and, in addition to that, you shall be blamed, and the day
cometh in which you shall be ashamed and confounded.

It may scarcely be needful to commend to you the sweet uses
of private devotion, and yet I cannot forbear. . . . All our
libraries and studies are mere emptiness compared with our
closets. We grow, we wax mighty, we prevail in private prayer.

Your prayers will be your ablest assistants while your dis-
courses are yet upon the anvil. While other men, like Esau, are
hunting for their portion, you, by the aid of prayer, will find
the savoury meat near at home, and may say in truth what Jacob
said so falsely, “The Lord brought it to me.” . . . Prayer, as a
mental exercise, will bring many subjects before the mind, and
so help in the selection of a topic, while as a high spiritual
engagement it will cleanse your inner eye that you may see
truth in the light of God. Texts will often refuse to reveal their
treasures till you open them with the key of prayer. How wonder-
fully were the books opened to Daniel when he was in supplica-
tion! How much Peter learned upon the housetop! The closet
is the best study. The commentators are good instructors, but
the Author himself is far better, and prayer makes a direct appeal
to him and enlists him in our cause. It is a great thing to pray
one’s self into the spirit and marrow of a text, working into it
by sacred feeding thereon, even as the worm bores its way into
the kernel of the nut. Prayer supplies a leverage for the uplifting
of ponderous truths. One marvels how the stones of Stonehenge
could have been set in their places: it is even more to be inquired
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after whence some men obtained such admirable knowledge of
mysterious doctrines: was not prayer the potent machinery which
wrought the wonder? Waiting upon God often turns darkness
into light. Persevering inquiry at the sacred oracle uplifts the
veil and gives grace to look into the deep things of God. . . .

You will frequently find fresh streams of thought leaping
up from the passage before you, as if the rock had been struck by
Moses’ rod; new veins of precious ore will be revealed to your
astonished gaze as you quarry God’s Word and use diligently the
hammer of prayer. You will sometimes feel as if you were entirely
shut up, and then suddenly a new road will open before you. He
who hath the key of David openeth, and no man shutteth. If you
have ever sailed down the Rhine, the water scenery of that majestic
river will have struck you as being very like in effect to a series
of lakes. Before and behind, the vessel appears to be enclosed
in massive walls of rock, or circles of vine-clad terraces, till
on a sudden you turn a corner, and before you the rejoicing and
abounding river flows onward in its strength. So the laborious
student often finds it with a text; it appears to be fast closed
against you, but prayer propels your vessel, and turns its prow
into fresh waters, and you behold the broad and deep stream of
sacred truth flowing in its fulness, and bearing you with it. Is
not this a convincing reason for abiding in supplication? . . .

The best and holiest men have ever made prayer the most
important part of pulpit preparation. It is said of M'Cheyne,
“Anxious to give his people on the Sabbath what had cost him
somewhat, he never, without an urgent reason, went before them
without much previous meditation and prayer.” . . .

Prayer will singularly assist you in the delivery of your sermon;
in fact, nothing can so gloriously fit you to preach as descending
fresh from the mount of communion with God to speak with
men. None are so able to plead with men as those who have
been wrestling with God on their behalf. . . . A truly pathetic
delivery, in which there is no affectation, but much affection,
can only be the offspring of prayer. There is no rhetoric like
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that of the heart, and no school for learning it but the foot
of the cross. . . .

As fresh springs of thought will frequently break up during
preparation, in answer to prayer, so will it be in she delivery of
the sermon. Most preachers who depend upon God’s Spirit will
tell you that their freshest and best thoughts are not those which
have been premeditated, but ideas which come to them flying as
on the wings of angels, unexpected treasures brought on a sudden
by celestial hands, seeds of the flowers of paradise, wafted from
the mountains of myrrh. Often and often when I have felt
hampered, both in thought and expression, my secret groaning
of heart has brought me relief, and I have enjoyed more than
usual liberty. But how dare we pray in the battle if we have
never cried to the Lord while buckling on the harness! The re-
membrance of his wrestlings at home comforts the fettered
preacher when in the pulpit: God will not desert us unless we
have deserted him. You, brethren, will find that prayer will in-
sure you strength equal to your day. . . .

After the sermon, how would a conscientious preacher give
vent to his feelings and find solace for his soul if access to the
mercy seat were denied him? Elevated to the highest pitch of
excitement, how can we relieve our souls but in importunate
pleadings? Or depressed by a fear of failure, how shall we be
comforted but in moaning out our complaint before our God?
How often have some of us tossed to and fro upon our couch half
the night because of conscious shortcomings in our testimony!
How frequently have we longed to rush back to the pulpit again
to say over again more vehemently what we have uttered in so
cold a manner! Where could we find rest for our spirits but in
confession of sin and passionate entreaty that our infirmity or
folly might in no way hinder the Spirit of God! . . . If we cannot
prevail with men for God, we will, at least, endeavour to prevail
with God for men. We cannot save them, or even persuade them
to be saved, but we can at least bewail their madness and entreat
the interference of the Lord. Like Jetemiah, we can make it our
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resolve: "If ye will not hear it, my soul shall weep in secret
places for your pride, and mine eye shall weep sore and run down
with tears.” To such pathetic appeals the Lord’s heart can never
be indifferent; in due time the weeping intercessor will become
the rejoicing winner of souls. There is a distinct connection be-
tween importunate agonizing and true success, even as between
the travail and the birth, the sowing in tears and the reaping in
joy. . . . The secret of Luther's power lay in the same direc-
tion. Theodorus said of him: “I overheard him in prayer, but,
good God, with what life and spirit did he pray! It was with so
much reverence, as if he were speaking to God, yet with so much
confidence as if he were speaking to his friend.” My brethren,
let me beseech you'to be men of prayer. Great talents you may
never have, but you will do well enough without them if you
abound in intercession. . . . :

When we have done with preaching, we shall not, if we are
true ministers of God, have done with praying, because the whole
church with many tongues will be crying, in the language of
the Macedonian, “Come over and help us” in prayer. If you are
enabled to prevail in prayer you will have many requests to offer
for others who will flock to you, and beg a share in your inter-
cessions, and so you will find yourself commissioned with errands
to the mercy seat for friends and hearers. Such is always my
lot, and I feel it a pleasure to have such requests to present
before my Lord. Never can you be short of themes for prayer,
even if no one should suggest them to you. Look at your congre-
gation. There are always sick folk among them, and many more
who are soul-sick. Some are unsaved, others are seeking and
cannot find. Many are desponding, and not a few believers are
backsliding or mourning. There are widows’ tears and orphans’
sighs to be put into our bottle, and poured out before the Lotd.
If you are a genuine minister of God you will stand as a priest
before the Lord, spiritually wearing the ephod and the breast-
plate whereon you bear the names of the children of Israel, plead-
ing for them within the veil. I have known brethren who have
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kept a list of persons for whom they felt bound especially to
pray, and I doubt not such a record often reminded them of what
might otherwise have slipped their memory. Nor will your peo-
ple wholly engross you; the nation and the world will claim their
share. The man who is mighty in prayer may be a wall of fire
around his country, her guardian angel and her shield. We have
all heard how the enemies of the Protestant cause dreaded the
prayers of Knox more than they feared armies of ten thousand
men. . . . oh, that we were thus wrestling at midnight, crying,
“Lord, wilt thou not grant us our hearers’ souls?”

The minister who does not earnestly pray over his work must
surely be a vain and conceited man. He acts as if he thought
himself sufficient of himself, and therefore needed not to appeal
to God. Yet what a baseless pride to conceive that our preaching
can ever be in itself so powerful that it can turn men from their
sins, and bring them to God without the working of the Holy
Ghost. If we are truly humble-minded we shall not venture down
to the fight until the Lord of Hosts has clothed us with all
power, and said to us, “Go in this thy might.” The preacher who
neglects to pray much must be very careless about his ministry.
He cannot have comprehended his calling. He cannot have com-
puted the value of a soul, or estimated the meaning of eternity.
He must be a mere official, tempted into a pulpit because the
piece of bread which belongs to the priest’s office is very neces-
sary to him, or a detestable hypocrite who loves the praise of
men, and cares not for the praise of God. He will surely become
a mere superficial talker, best approved where grace is least
valued and a vain show most admired. He cannot be one of those
who plough deep and reap abundant harvests. He is a mere
loiterer, not a labourer. As a preacher he has a name to live
and is dead. . . .

How much of a blessing we may have missed through re-
missness in supplication we can scarcely guess, and none of us
can know how poor we are in comparison with what we might
have been it we had lived habitally nearer o God in prayer.
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Vain regrets and surmises are useless, but an earnest determina-
tion to amend will be far more useful. We not only ought to
pray more, but we must. The fact is, the secret of all ministerial
success lies in prevalence at the mercy seat.

One bright benison which private prayer brings down upon
the ministry is an indescribable and inimitable something, better
understcod than named; it is a dew from the Lord, a divine
presence which you will recognize at once when I say it is “an
unction from the Holy One.” What is it> I wonder how long we
might beat our brains before we could plainly put into words
what is meant by preaching with wunction. . . . Such is the
mystery of spiritual anointing; we know, but we cannot tell to
others what it is. It is as easy as it is foolish to counterfeit it
as somc do who use expressions which are meant to betoken
fervent love, but oftener indicate sickly sentimentalism or mere
cant. “Dear Lord!” “Sweet Jesus!” “Precious Christ!” are by
them poured out wholesale, till one is nauseated. These familiar-
ities may have been not only tolerable, but even beautiful when
they first fell from a saint of God, speaking, as it were, out of
the excellent glory, but when repeated flippantly they are not
only intolerable, but indecent, if not profane. Some have tried
to imitate unction by unnatural tones and whines; by turning
up the whites of their eyes, and lifting their hands in a most
ridiculous manner. . . . All mere mannerism without power is as
foul carrion of all life bereft, obnoxious, mischievous. Certain
brethren aim at inspiration through exertion and loud shouting,
but it does not come; some we have known to stop the dis-
course, and exclaim, “God bless you,” and others gesticulate
wildly, and drive their fingernails into the palms of their hands
as if they were in convulsions of celestial ardor. Bah! The whole
thing smells of the greenroom and the stage. The getting up of
fervour in hearers by the simulation of it in the preacher is a
loathsome deceit to be scorned by honest men. . . . To the
secret pleader with God this secret is committed; upon him
rests the dew of the Lord, about him is the perfume which makes
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glad the heart. If the anointing which we bear come not from
the Lord of hosts we are deceivers, and since only in prayer can
we obtain it, let us continue instant, constant, fervent in supplica-
tion. Let your fleece lie on the threshing floor of supplication
till it is wet with the dew of heaven. Go not to minister in the
temple till you have washed in the laver. Think not to be a
messenger of grace to others till you have seen the God of grace
for yourselves, and had the word from his mouth.

Time spent in quiet prostration of soul before the Lord is
most envigourating. David “sat before the Lord.” It is a great
thing to hold these sacred sittings; the mind being receptive,
like an open flower drinking in the sunbeams, or the sensitive
photographic plate accepting the image before it. Quietude, which
some men cannot abide because it reveals their inward poverty,
is as a palace of cedar to the wise, for along its hallowed courts
the king in his beauty deigns to walk. . . . I am persuaded
that we most of us think too much of speech, which after all
is but the shell of thought. Quiet contemplation, still worship,
unuttered rapture—these are mine when my best jewels are be-
fore me. Brethren, rob not your heart of the deep-sea joys; miss
not the far-down life by for ever babbling among the broken
shells and foaming surges of the shore.

I would seriously recommend to you, when settled in the
ministry, the celebration of extraordinary seasons of devotion.
If your ordinary prayers do not keep up the freshness and vigour
of your souls, and you feel that you are flagging, get alone for
a week, or even a month if possible. We have occasional holidays,
why not frequent holy days? We hear of our richer brethren
finding time for a journey to Jerusalem; could we not spare time
for the less difficult and far more profitable journey to the heavenly
city? . . . It would be a great thing every now and then for a
band of truly spiritual brethren to spend a day or two with each
other in real burning agony of prayer. Pastors alone could use
much more freedom than in a mixed company. Times of humilia-
tion and supplication for the whole church will also benefit us
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if we enter into them heartily. Our seasons of fasting and prayer
at the [Metropolitan] Tabernacle have been high days indeed;
never has heaven-gate stood wider; never have our hearts been
nearer the central glory. I look forward to our month of special
devotion, as mariners reckon upon reaching land. Even if our
public work were laid aside to give us space for special prayer,
it might be a great gain to our churches. A voyage to the golden
rivers of fellowship and meditation would be well repaid by a
freight of sanctified feeling and elevated thought. Our silence
might be better than our voices if our solitude were spent with
God. That was a grand action of old Jerome, when he laid all
his pressing engagements aside to achieve a purpose to which
he felt a call from heaven. He had a large congregation, as
large a one as any of us need want, but he said to his people,
“Now it is of necessity that the' New Testament should be trans-
lated, you must find another preacher: the translation must be
made; I am bound for the wilderness, and shall not return till
my task is finished.” Away he went with his manuscripts, and
prayed and laboured, and produced a work—the Latin Vulgate—
which will last as long as the world stands; on the whole a most
wonderful translation of Holy Scripture. As learning and prayer-
ful retirement together could thus produce an immortal work, if
we were sometimes to say to our people when we felt moved to do
so, “Dear friends, we really must be gone for a little while to
refresh our souls in solitude,” our profiting would soon be appar-
ent, and if we did not write Latin Vulgates, yet we should do
immortal work, such as would abide the fire.

© 2016 The Lutterworth Press





