
What’s the point in praying?
Ephesians 1:15-23 and Psalm 139

What’s the point in praying?  If God is all powerful, and He does what He 
wants and there’s no changing that, why bother?

Why should I feel this sense of burden that I should keep talking to a God 
every day whose audible voice I have never heard respond?

Why should I keep bringing the same request to God day in day out when 
nothing about the situation seems to change, and it seems like God’s just not 
listening?

Is prayer really any more than a daily chore, which quite honestly feels 
difficult, dull, repetitive and futile?

Over the month of March, we’ll be looking together at what God’s Word has to 
teach us about prayer, and it is my prayer that as we do that, we’ll find our 
hearts opening and our tongues loosening in prayer to God as a community 
of His people in this church.

Here in Ephesians 1:15-23, Paul tells us about his prayers for the Ephesian 
church.  He tells us in vv.16 and 17 that he has ‘not stopped giving thanks,’ 
and that he ‘keeps asking.’  Here’s a guy who prays all the time, day in, day 
out.  What’s driving that?

At the start of our reading Paul says, ‘For this reason...’  There’s a reason for 
his constant praying that he’s just written about.  vv.3-14 pour out praise to 
God for His sovereignty.  To say that God is sovereign is to say that He is in 
charge, absolute command, nothing happens without His say so, and 
everything that happens is made part of His unstoppable purpose and plan.

v.11 sums it up helpfully for us - God works out everything to conform with His 
will.  He does what He pleases.  And that includes you and me and everyone 
who believes in Jesus Christ being children of God, because God chose us to 
have faith and to  belong to Him.  And it’s for this reason that Paul prays, and 
keeps on praying.

To put it another way, whereas some people wonder why we should pray 
despite God being all powerful and doing as He pleases in our lives; Paul 
prays because God is all powerful, and because of what God has been 
pleased to do in our lives.
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vv.3-14 are all one sentence in the Greek, as if Paul gets carried away with 
praising God, breathless with wonder about what he is writing.  He thinks 
about how God, with all that power and control over all things, used it to  bring 
all those who like him believe that Jesus is Lord; to become children of God.  
He marvels at how God freely chose us to have our eyes opened to believe 
and to belong to Him from before the foundation of the world.

When Paul thinks out loud - ‘God chose us.  To  be His own treasured, loved, 
adopted children.’ - it makes him want to pray.  And it makes him confident 
that the One he is praying to is all powerfully capable of meeting the 
Ephesian church’s every need in love.

Instead of thinking, ‘If God is all powerful, then there’s no point in praying,’ 
Paul teaches us to think, ‘God is all powerful - look at what He’s done already 
in power and in love.  Since God is full of power and full of love for us, I want 
to ask things of Him!’

So, in vv.17 and 18, Paul makes requests of this God who does whatever He 
pleases.  We’re going to look more at the kind of things Paul asks God for in 
a few weeks, but it’s worth seeing just now that everything that Paul asks for 
on behalf of the new Ephesian church, are things that would lead them to 
praise God more.

Paul himself has praised God at length in vv.3-14, and he does it again in vv.
19-23.  Either side of the requests that Paul makes of God, he just pours out 
praise to God for what He has already done.

And in vv.17-18, Paul asks that God would give the Ephesians a greater view 
of who He is, to know God better.  The more you know God - who He is, what 
He’s like, what He’s done - the more you praise Him.  And he prays that God 
might open the eyes of their hearts, as we were praying in song for ourselves 
earlier, that we might really know and grasp three things...

That we might know ‘the hope that God has called us to’ - life as God’s own 
children, and eternal life to come in that family.  That we might know ‘the 
riches of His glorious inheritance in the saints’ - which means that we might 
get it in our heads that those who are part of God’s family through faith in 
Jesus, are God’s own inheritance.  We are God’s treasure.  We are valued 
and loved as His own precious prize.
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And that we might grasp that the same power that raised Christ from the 
dead and put Him in authority over all things in Heaven and Earth - that 
power is at work in our lives, too.

Stopping to remember and reflect and get to know things like that - that 
makes human beings who are getting to know God, want to  talk to Him, want 
to praise Him.

There’s a big lesson here about what prayer really is and how it begins.  
Prayer begins and ends with praise.  Praising God is what sets the soul of a 
human being right.  It is like finding true north, centering the scales, pouring 
out something wonderful that you didn’t realise was bubbling up inside.  It’s 
when people praise God that they are inspired to talk more with Him, sharing 
requests with humility and confidence.

Question - What causes you to praise God?

When people say, ‘what’s the point of praying if God does what He wants 
anyway?’, they really only mean ‘what’s the point of requesting things of God 
if He does what He wants anyway?’  And the trouble with that is, that’s just 
one part of what it means to pray.  It’s like coming to a racetrack, and instead 
of bringing a fully functioning race car, only turning up with an accelerator 
pedal, and complaining that there’s no point racing.

There are at least five kinds of expressions of dependence on God that are 
woven throughout the Bible, teaching us about how to  pray.  If you find 
acronyms helpful, here’s one that I use to remember a biblical balance and 
order for my prayers: A-C-T-O-R.

A for Adoration: Start by adoring God - that is, by praising Him for who He is 
and what He has done in history, in your life, and especially through Jesus’ 
life, death and resurrection.  This is the starting point for prayer.  It’s why we 
start our services with prayers of praise.  It’s where Paul begins and ends in 
Ephesians 1.

It is the most common form of prayer in the Bible, and all too uncommon a 
form of prayer in our daily lives.  It’s the engine and the fuel for the rest of our 
prayers, and for our lives, actually.  It is the key that unlocks and opens up all 
our other prayers.    We’ve been focusing on praise today.

C for Confession: Next, open up to  God and confess the sin in your life.  Lay 
bare before Him all the mistakes and rebellion there has been since last you 
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spoke with Him about this.  It’s good to keep short accounts with God on this, 
and to experience His forgiveness as part of what we need every day.  It’s the 
exhaust we need to get rid of the rubbish we build up as we operate.  We’ll 
look at this more next week.

T for Thanksgiving: Count your blessings, and then thank the One who 
blessed you with them!  This overlaps with praise, of course, but thanksgiving 
perhaps focuses more on the specific, day to day things you see happening - 
for Paul in Ephesians 1:15-16, it was the evidence of the Ephesians’ faith in 
Jesus and love for fellow Christians, something I thank God for about our 
church all the time.  It’s like taking a minute to look at the mirrors on the car to 
see what God has done for us round the corners we’ve just taken.

O for Offloading: This is by far the most overlooked and under-affirmed kind 
of biblical prayer.  It’s lamenting, it’s crying out to God about the things that 
don’t make sense.  It’s getting it off your chest.  It’s simply asking, ‘Why, 
God?’  It’s wrestling with Him.

Half the Psalms do it, and that’s the book in the Bible that has the most 
examples of prayer.  The whole book of Job teaches us about it.    It’s letting 
out the honest objections that are bubbling up before God.  We’ll look at this 
more next week along with confession.

R for Requests: Most people jump to this first, like prayer is a shopping list 
and God is an online retailer whom we expect to deliver the things we ask for, 
‘and if it’s not straight away then you can forget the whole thing, God.’  But it’s 
good both to keep this to  the end of our prayers, and to  have what we asked 
for shaped by God’s Word.

Before coming to ask God to change things, which is right and good as the 
accelerator for the race; it’s helpful to have first given thanks for how He’s 
already changed history and eternity, how we need Him to  change us, and 
how He has changed things we’ve already asked about.  We’ll look at 
thanksgiving and requests together towards the end of the month.

Question - How many of these kinds of prayer feature in your daily prayer 
life?

So, A-C-T-O-R helps me to  remember a helpful balance and order for my 
prayers, informed by the way people pray in the Bible.  But the word itself 
reminds me of the incredible truth that, in His unsearchable way of doing 
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things, the way that God exercises His total power in this world, involves me.  
My prayers.  God works through our prayers.  He chooses that to be so.

When I pray, I am an actor in the drama of this life.  What I pray about 
matters, to  God, to  those around me, to the very world itself.  When I join with 
other actors and we pray together, God begins to shake the stage.

You can say what you like about prayer, but from what I’ve seen in life - when 
God’s people pray with praise, confession, thanks, lament and requests, 
things change.  When they don’t, they don’t.

Just as God has already chosen who will belong to  Him now and forever, but 
He brings that about almost always only when God’s people share the gospel 
with them; God has already determined every detail of the story of this drama 
of life, but He chooses to work that out through the prayers of actors like you 
and me.

Of course, things don’t always change in the way that we ask of God.  We all 
experience God saying ‘no,’ or ‘not yet.’  And people get angry with God 
about that, but then, why should God say ‘yes’ to everything we ask?  Who is 
the God and who is the servant in this relationship?  Those who expect God 
to do everything they ask may need to remember who’s in charge.  And it’s 
because God is in charge that we can do nothing but rely on His wisdom and 
power.

Here’s my definition of prayer, as I understand the Bible’s teaching about it: 
Prayer is the deliberate expression of dependence on God.  Throughout the 
Bible, for human beings to pray is for them to express to God that they need 
Him.  That’s true of every one of the five kinds of prayer I’ve mentioned...

Praising God is the act of a human being who knows that they are a very 
small creature who has a very big Creator, with a very great love for we tiny, 
helpless humans.

Confessing to God is the act of a human being who knows that they need 
God to forgive the grime in their lives, because we can’t wash it away 
ourselves, and we’re dead if it isn’t dealt with.

Thanking God is the act of a human being who recognises that good things 
come from His hand, and that we depend on Him for every morsel to eat, 
breath to breathe, friend to love and experience to savour.
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Offloading - lamenting - is the act of a human being who can’t make sense of 
the world and has so many questions; who needs to throw them at the only 
One who is big enough to deal with our fists banging against His chest before 
we cling to Him helplessly - the only One who knows the answers, though He 
doesn’t often give them to us.

Requesting things of God is the act of a human being who understands that 
all things are in His power and control, so  He’s the One to go to with every 
query and desire.  You don’t try to sort things out yourself or rely on other 
faltering humans when you can go straight to the top to make your request.

You can’t pray unless you’re helpless.  If you think you can do life without 
God, then you’ll try.  And the proof of that will be, you’re not praying.  If you’re 
not praying, it’s because the truth is, you think you can manage without it.

That’s very easy to believe in a community like ours, where there is peace 
and affluence, where people set up homes and appear to themselves and 
others as if they are managing fine.  Self-reliant communities do not tend to 
pray.  Which is a very dangerous situation for such communities - 
communities like ours.

Because not only do people live life without God, but they face death and 
eternity without Him.  When people realise their own out-of-controlness, their 
real fragility and mortality - that’s when prayer begins to happen.  If you live 
your life like that in faith, knowing God through Jesus Christ, you can live 
depending on God with joy; rather than waiting until the crisis is large or the 
hour is late to discover that there is help for the helpless.

What’s the point in praying?  If God is all powerful, and He does what He 
wants and there’s no changing that, why bother?  Because even before I ask 
anything of God, that very power of God, and His loving use of it, makes me 
want to pray firstly in praise, and believe that He involves my prayers in 
working out His purposes in this world.

Why should I feel this sense of burden that I should keep talking to a God 
every day whose audible voice I have never heard respond?  It doesn’t feel 
such a burden when I start with praise.  When I start with thinking about who 
God is, what He has done, and the hope He has given me now and forever, I 
find my heart and my time opening up to Him.  And when I’m soaking up the 
Bible, I tend not to think that God isn’t saying anything to me in response.
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Why should I keep bringing the same request to God day in day out when 
nothing about the situation seems to change, and it seems like God’s just not 
listening?  Because I remember that God is God, and I’m the servant, not the 
other way round.  I remember that I totally depend on God, and trust Him to 
say ‘yes,’ ‘no,’ or ‘not yet.’  Because I trust that He is listening, and answering, 
but the answer is up to Him.  Because bringing Him my requests, and 
wrestling with Him over His silence, is infinitely better than bottling up or 
giving up.

Is prayer really any more than a daily chore, which quite honestly feels 
difficult, dull, repetitive and futile?  It can feel like that.  Sometimes it feels like 
hard work, and sometimes it seems like the most natural thing in the world.  
But however it feels - it opens up best when we start with praise.

I want to finish by reading out one of the most famous and beautiful prayers 
in the Bible - Psalm 139.  This Psalm has towards the end of it a bit of 
opposing lament, some confession, and a little request.  But it is stacked up 
at the start with praise and wonder over how much we depend on God for life, 
and how wonderfully and lovingly He has created us.  If you want to  learn to 
pray, this is a good place to start.

Read Psalm 139
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