
The Heart of Prayer

Barrs, Heart of Prayer.indd   1 1/14/08   2:45:41 PM



Barrs, Heart of Prayer.indd   2 1/14/08   2:45:41 PM



The Heart of Prayer

What Je sus Teache s Us

Jerram Barrs

R

Barrs, Heart of Prayer.indd   3 1/14/08   2:45:41 PM



© 2008 by Jerram Barrs

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, 
photocopy, recording, or otherwise—except for brief quotations for the purpose 
of review or comment, without the prior permission of the publisher, P&R Pub-
lishing Company, P.O. Box 817, Phillipsburg, New Jersey 08865–0817.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, 
English Standard Version, copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a division 
of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Italics within Scripture quotations indicate emphasis added.

Decorative frame © Gary Godby, istockphoto.com

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Barrs, Jerram.
The heart of prayer : what Jesus teaches us / Jerram Barrs.
       p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 978-1-59638-103-2 (pbk.)
1. Lord’s prayer. 2. Prayer—Biblical teaching. 3. Prayer—Christianity. 4. Jesus 
Christ—Teachings.  I. Title.
BV230.B367 2008
248.3’2—dc22
                                                            2007043466

Barrs, Heart of Prayer.indd   4 1/14/08   2:45:42 PM



To my three sons: Peter, Paul, and Philip, and to my seven 
(so far) grandchildren: James, Ethan, Harry, Eliana, Isaac, 
Owen, and Jesse. My sons, when you were little children, 
and you, my grandchildren, have taught me much of what 
I know about prayer by your example. May your heavenly 
Father shower his love into your hearts, both now and for 
all eternity to come.
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Introduction

As will become clear to you when you read this book, 
I have never thought of myself as an expert, either in 
the practice of prayer, or in reflection on the theology 

of prayer. “Why, then,” you may ask very reasonably, “have 
you written a book on prayer?” There is a simple answer 
to this which I hope and pray will satisfy, you, the reader. 
I have found Jesus’ teaching on prayer, and the example 
of his prayers, so personally encouraging to me that, like a 
little child who discovers something especially interesting 
or beautiful, I want to share with others what I have been 
learning from the Lord.

My primary thanks for anything helpful in this book 
must go to the Lord Jesus himself. The mistakes and any-
thing unhelpful are my responsibility only, and I ask him 
for his forgiveness for these errors.

In addition to thanking the Lord, I also wish to thank 
my sons and grandchildren for all they have taught me about 
prayer. Especially in prayer it seems to me that the Scripture 
is fulfilled which says: “A little child shall lead them” (Isa. 
11:6), and that Jesus’ words are particularly applicable when 
he prays, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, 
that you have hidden these things from the wise and under-
standing and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for 
such was your gracious will” (Luke 10:21). The honesty, 
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directness, and simplicity of the prayers of little children 
catch much of the spirit of Jesus’ teaching on prayer. As 
adults we are too aware of what others may be thinking 
about our prayers and of the impression we might be mak-
ing on the Lord and on those around us. Consequently we 
lose very easily the heart of prayer, the heart that a child 
grasps so readily.

My thanks are due to Edith Schaeffer, whose teach-
ing on prayer was deeply helpful, and to my colleagues 
on the faculty at Covenant Theological Seminary in St. 
Louis, whose teaching, example, and friendship is a daily 
joy to me.

I also wish to thank my dear wife, Vicki, whose love and 
encouragement are my constant companion, help, comfort, 
and support. Without her this book and all my teaching 
would simply never have happened.

Thanks also are due to the enthusiasm and help of 
Marvin Padgett, Eric Anest, and the rest of the editorial 
team at P&R Publishing.
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Lord, Teach Us to Pray

Luke 11:1–4

A Personal Confe ssion

I think all Christian believers who are honest with 
themselves and with each other will acknowledge that we 
are not very spiritual people, that we do not find prayer 
easy, and that our prayer life is not strong. And yet many 
of us have read books or heard sermons and talks that 
claim to teach us how to have a great prayer life, or how we 
might become prayer warriors. Some teachers even claim 
that their methods and approaches to prayer will guarantee 
spiritual experience and rich blessing from God. Some of 
their books become extraordinarily popular—examples are 
unnecessary, since everyone is familiar with them. If we 
pay attention to the particular teacher’s approach, we are 
promised that such obedience will ensure our steady growth 
in a deep devotional life, or that God will certainly do 
amazing things for us—that he will “enlarge our territory” 
and give us answers of health, prosperity, or some other 
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great blessing. Sometimes when I hear such messages on 
prayer and the spiritual life, or when I read these kinds of 
books about prayer, I find that I go away feeling worthless 
and hopeless because my personal history of devotion and 
my practice of prayer looks very inadequate compared with 
what I hear and read.

Because of this sense of poverty in my prayer life, I 
have shied away from teaching on the subject of prayer for 
most of my years in ministry, first as a pastor and then as 
a seminary professor. What could I share when I myself 
was such a poor example? Some time ago, however, the 
dean of students at Covenant Theological Seminary, where 
I teach, asked me to give a talk on prayer at one of our 
regular days of prayer and fasting. So I thought, “Well, I 
had better try to come up with something.” Over the past 
few years I had been doing a series of studies on Jesus 
the Greatest Evangelist, and I had found his teaching and 
example on this subject to be so helpful and freeing that I 
thought to myself: “Why not just look at what Jesus teaches 
about prayer? Maybe I will find the same help and freedom 
in Jesus’ teaching on prayer that I have discovered in his 
teaching on evangelism.”

That was exactly what I did find. As I began to look 
at Jesus’ teaching on prayer, I found what he has to say to 
be the clearest, the most upbuilding, and the most healing 
thoughts on this subject that I had ever read. I did not have 
the response of feeling inadequate and worthless when I 
studied the message of the Lord himself. What is remark-
able about this to me is that the Lord knows full well how 
inadequate and weak my prayer life is, and he sees my cold 
heart and lack of zeal; yet I find that his words on prayer 
are a solace and support to me, rather than a condemna-
tion and rebuke. 
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