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Matthew 6:5-8 
“The Principles of Prayer” 

 
Introduction 
 
How has your devotional time (quiet time/prayer time) been this past year during the 
Covid pandemic? How is it now? 

1. When my schedule changes, I’m working from home, I have a tendency to not 
take as much time for devotions as usual. In the same way, I don’t spend a lot of 
time on devotions on days off. Instead, I prioritize relaxing, watching YouTube 
videos, and as a result don’t take time for devotions.  

2. I know a person who has been a Christian for 15 years, but online worship was 
really hard for them, and they’ve hardly heard God’s Word this past year. They’ve 
been living with a feeling of guilt as they let other things take up their time.  

3. I know others who have just become Christians and started praying recently. 
They’re not used to praying yet, and are embarrassed when praying with others; 
more than praying to God, they say they are self-conscious, thinking about the 
people they are praying together with; they say it feels hypocritical, like throwing 
out empty words. 
 
How is your devotion time?  Today’s passage shows 3 keys:  
1) Heart of Prayer 
2) Effectiveness of Prayer 
3) Foundation of Prayer.   
Heart, Result, and Foundation.  How is your devotion time? 

 
Matthew 6: 5-8 
5 “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand and
 pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by others.  
Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 6 But when you pray,  go into your
 room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret.  And your Father w
ho sees in secret will reward you. 
7 “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for cthey th
ink that they will be heard for their many words. 8 Do not be like them,  for your Father
 knows what you need before you ask him. 

 
First, the heart of prayer.  

Matthew 6:5 
5“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand 
and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by 
others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.  

 
Context: Our passage today is from the middle of Jesus’ most well-known sermon: the 
Sermon on the Mount. Directly before and after this sermon, Matthew describes  the 
audience, listeners of the sermon: 

Matthew 5:1-2 “Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he 
sat down, his disciples came to him. 2 And he opened his mouth and taught 
them” 

Jesus was mainly teaching the disciples right in front of him, but also the crowd around 
them could hear. And he taught them, (Mt 6:5), “And when you pray, you must not be 
like the hypocrites.” 
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The word hypocrite means an actor or actress. They put on a mask, putting on an act for 
the people around them. But in their heart they think and feel differently. That is a 
hypocrite.  

5“And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites. For they love to stand 
and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by 
others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.” 

In Israel’s culture, religious people were respected, so if you prayed in the synagogue 
(like church) gathering on Saturday, or on a street corner, the people around you would 
be impressed and respect you. So some people prayed publicly because they enjoyed 
the respect and honor it gave them.  
 
However, in Jesus’ words, those people have already received their reward. Those 
hypocritical prayers may gain the respect and honor of those around them, but that is 
all. They will not receive anything from God. That is why Jesus says in verse 5, “Truly…”, 
emphasizing the importance of this, calling them to listen carefully.  
 
When we do good deeds for God, our heart is questioned, challenged. When we give 
money or aid to some charity, or when we do something for a friend or family member, 
the motives in our hearts are challenged. When we serve in the church, our hearts are 
also tested. The reason why our hearts are challenged is because in many cases, we 
don't see the rewards. At work, if we do our jobs well, we get paid. And the better we 
are, the more our bosses respect us, the more we get promoted, the more we get paid, 
the more we get honored. So the temptation to get such things is always there. But not 
for those who follow Jesus and give for God, serving and praying. No one sees nor 
respects them, and they have nothing to do with salary, promotion, honor, or respect. 
There is a temptation to pray, give alms, or serve so that people can see, in order to gain 
respect and honor in the church community. 
 
As Jesus taught this to those who had begun to follow him, we who have begun to 
follow Jesus can take it as a word to ourselves: when we pray, we should not be like 
hypocrites. 
 
I watched a documentary on Netflix recently. This person was planning a big party on a 
beautiful island. A party where people would stay the weekend on the island, including 
a 6,000 person music festival. He was great at marketing, people believed in his vision, 
investors put in a lot of money. He hired many models and made and released 
wonderful ads to social media. Tickets cost between $1,000~$10,000. It was quite 
popular and sold out in 1 day. However, while it had a wonderful outward appearance 
and marketing, the inside was completely different. The weekend of the party arrived, 
the many guests boarded planes, and arrived on the island. However, the lodgings was 
actually leaky tents, there wasn’t much water or food, the band that was to perform 
cancelled, the campgrounds were unfinished. It was a complete failure, the person 
putting on the party was even convicted of fraud. What they represented through 
superficial marketing and the reality of the island party gradually diverged, and the 
results were completely different. They were hypocrites, pretending to be what they 
weren’t. 
 
According to Jesus’ words, this same temptation was great for those who followed him 
when they prayed. When we pray, let’s be careful of our tendency to want to show a 
self that is better than who we truly are.  

1. What our society greatly needs is integrity, authenticity, and unity. Sure, to say it is 
easy, but it seems authentic and trustworthy when these words are 
accompanied by action. The more we look at Jesus, the more we see that 
integrity. The testimonies of the disciples, the eyewitnesses of Jesus, who became 
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the authors of the New Testament, show that Jesus is a man of genuine integrity. 
There was consistency in his words, his attitude, and his actions, all for the sake of 
God the Father. How about you, how about your prayer time, giving, fasting, 
etc.? If you are like me, I know this hurts to hear.  

 But Jesus was crucified for our insufficiency. Because of Jesus, we are forgiven, and we 
are valued by the Father as people with hearts of complete integrity. 

2. As you listen to Jesus’ words, you may have a few questions, doubts. Jesus 
cautions us here not to make ourselves visible to people, but not long before, 
Jesus also spoke these words:  

a. Mt 5:14 “You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be 
hidden. 15 Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a 
stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16 In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory 
to your Father who is in heaven.” 

The difference, I think, is that good behavior in front of people manifests itself in 
relationships. Let's act in such a way that the character of God is manifested in 
the relationships we are given. However, charitable giving, prayer, fasting, etc. 
are not for people to see. Jesus Christ also prayed with people, and later in this 
passage in the Lord's Prayer the disciples prayed with him, but mainly his prayers 
were in unseen places. 

3. If this has shown you the tendency of your heart, and you realize you pray and 
serve to look good to others, please acknowledge the emptiness of that today. 
You have already been rewarded by being respected, but that's all. That is 
prayer that God is not pleased with, prayer that He does not reward. So admit it, 
confess it to the Father, receive forgiveness through the cross of Jesus, and then 
go back to real prayer, in the unseen places. This is the heart of prayer.      How is 
your devotional time now? 

 
Secondly, the effectiveness of prayer. Mt 6:6 

“But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father 
who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” 

After explaining how not to pray, Jesus talks of how to pray. Instead of praying so others 
will see, he says to go into your back room in your house. At this time in Israel, a typical 
house had a storeroom. In the storage room, water jugs and other food items were 
stored. The room was in the back of the house, dark, and not visible to anyone. That is 
why Jesus tells us to go into that room when we pray. It is a room that no one can see. 
He urged them to close the door so that no one could enter or see them. As a result, no 
one sees, no one knows, no one can enter, but he says, "Pray to your Father who is in 
secret”. Real prayer is not for the people around you, not where the people around you 
can see you, but to God your Father. It's awesome to be able to call the Creator God 
your (singular, personal) Father. The great Creator is with you in a hidden place in the 
back room of your house, and He hears your prayers directly, as your Father. As a result, 
your Father will reward you. He will answer your prayers as your Father. This is the 
effectiveness of prayer. 
 
If you read this passage, you can clearly see the difference between life in rural Israel in 
the first century and life in the heart of Tokyo today. Most people in their twenties have 
only one room, very little room for their things, and the only rooms with closed doors are 
probably the toilet and the tub. But what Jesus is teaching here is not about the specific 
room, but about not being seen by others. So you can pray in your room, in the 
bathroom, or even silently on the train. The important thing is that it's just you and God. 
You can pray to your Father who is in secret, the unseen places. 
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We humans all need to pray. We all need to pray because we were created to live our 
lives in close communion with our Creator God. To go through life without prayer is like 
not having the protein we need in our diet. If we are deficient in protein, we will 
experience the following symptoms: loss of muscle mass, skin and hair problems, difficulty 
concentrating and thinking. This can lead to fatigue, stunted growth, abnormal blood 
clotting, stroke, cancer, and kidney failure, and increased mortality. 
 
A few years ago a movie called “War Room” (Japanese title: Power of Prayer) came 
out. It was translated into Japanese and shown at a movie theater in Shibuya, and I 
think Grace City Church announced it as well. In that movie, the main characters were 
a couple and their daughter. The husband worked in sales for a pharmacy company, 
and the wife worked for a real estate company, and they were both successful and 
lived in a nice house. However, little by little, their relationship began to deteriorate and 
their conversations became nothing but complaining. The husband was also greatly 
tempted to have an affair. On top of that, the husband had a very bad relationship with 
his daughter. One day, the wife met a customer and had a preparatory meeting to see 
the house the customer was selling. The customer was an older woman and a Christian. 
Little by little, the older woman started talking to the wife about Jesus and about prayer. 
She told her that fighting with prayer is much more effective than fighting with 
complaining. 
So she turned the back room of her house, her closet, into a prayer room. She wrote a 
prayer list on the wall, Bible verses, and made sure to take time to pray there every day. 
The results were amazing. Her attitude toward her husband completely changed, and 
because she was praying for him every day, instead of fighting him, she began to work 
with him and fight against the demons and trials that were assailing him. Her husband 
and daughter noticed the change, and by the end of the story, all three members of 
the family began to pray together every day.  
The power of prayer. The effectiveness of prayer. 
 

1) Even Jesus Christ himself needed to pray. Even though He is the Creator, because 
He became a human being, He went to a lonely place and prayed to God the 
Father, who is in secret. Jesus also said that our human flesh is weak, so we must 
pray.  
    Matthew 26:39-41:   
“39 And going a little farther he fell on his face and prayed, saying, “My Father, if it 
be possible, let this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.” 40 
And he came to the disciples and found them sleeping. And he said to Peter, 
“So, could you not watch with me one hour? 41 Watch and pray that you may 
not enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.” 

2) However, through genuine prayer, God the Father will work and provide for us in 
many ways. The phrase "He will reward us" is used in today's passage. Prayer to 
God the Father has a direct reward. Prayer is effective. Like Jesus' prayer in 
Gethsemane, which I just quoted from, God does not always answer or reward us 
as we hope or expect. But He always rewards us. If we understood today our 
weaknesses and needs, and the effects and rewards of prayer, we would pray 
earnestly. This is the effectiveness of prayer. 

 
3) Recently, to encourage other Christians, a friend of mine shared his wisdom 

based on his 40 years of work experience as a Christian. It was a very interesting 
time. One of the best things he did was to pray every day on the train to work. 
Particularly across a long bridge the train always crossed. So every day, from the 
time the train started climbing up the bridge until it got off the other side, he 
prayed for his co-workers. He prayed to God the Father in a secret place, silently, 
for each of his coworkers by name. And his habit of doing this in that fixed place 
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helped him a lot. I know it is a constant battle because we are weak in the flesh, 
but let us pray earnestly to God the Father for our good and for the good of our 
family, friends and co-workers.   The effectiveness of prayer. How is your 
devotional time? 
 

And thirdly, the foundation of prayer. Matthew 6:7-8. 
7 “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for 
they think that they will be heard for their many words.  
8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.” 

 
By the Gentiles heaping up empty phrases, it means repeating the same words, as a 
way to use the gods. The people of the surrounding countries who did not worship the 
only Creator God, that is, the Gentiles, would try to forcibly wake up and move their 
gods in various ways. One of the ways was by repeating the same words, crying out 
loud, and praying to get the attention of the gods. In the Old Testament, there was a 
group of false prophets of a god called Baal, among the gods of Assyria, who would 
repeat the same words for a whole day, cutting themselves and crying. Through such 
things, they were trying to wake up and use the god Baal. However, nothing worked at 
all. 
             8 “Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask 
him.” 
The disciples of Jesus should pray on a different foundation of understanding. The Father 
of Jesus' disciples knows what they need even before they ask for it. They don't need to 
wake up sleeping gods and force indifferent gods to do something. The great Creator is 
the Father of His disciples, and He knows what they need even before they ask. God is 
not helpless, distant, ignorant, or indifferent, but the great Creator who is with us even in 
the unseen places, and as a Father, He knows what we need even before we ask, and 
He is attentive and wise to the needs of His disciples. Since we are praying to such a 
Father God, let us trust Him and confess our hearts. Not only will He give us what we 
need, but He also wants us to have a trusting relationship with Him. 
 
What Jesus emphasizes in this passage is the attitude of faith on which prayer is based. 
Jesus himself prayed the same prayer three times in the Garden of Gethsemane. On 
another occasion, Jesus seems to have prayed alone for a night. We also see Jesus 
teaching his disciples through a parable, not to give up, but to keep praying. It is a sign 
of faith to keep praying. So, Jesus is not teaching them not to repeat the same prayer or 
not to keep praying for the same thing(s). But we can't force God to wake up or use 
magic words to use him like those who don't know God as their Father. Since the Creator 
is the Father of those who believe in and follow Jesus, let us pray and trust Him as our 
Father even in the midst of the current complicated situation in Tokyo. 
 
My wife and I are both British, and our parents are in the UK. The time difference 
between the two countries is 8 hours, so the easiest time to talk to our parents is on 
weekends. I talk to my mother on Sunday mornings, and my wife usually talks to her 
parents every other Sunday night. Occasionally, I listen to a little of their conversations. 
My wife Antonia's father has really impressed me: When Antonia has some problem or 
conflict, her dad wants to solve it as much as possible, and he always seems to be 
thinking about what he can do to help. He often sends flowers and wine for Antonia. In 
fact, his attitude seems to be like the attitude our Father God has for us. He is always 
thinking and knowing what we need before we ask, and He deeply desires friendship 
with us. 
 

1. One of my friends, who had just become a Christian, was praying about their 
child's college entrance exam. However, the exam did not go well. The question 
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naturally arose as to how she should have prayed to God. But today's verse says, 
"Your Father knows what you need even before you ask Him". God knows what 
my friend needs even before they ask Him for it. He knows their children and He 
will provide for their best. So by listening to God's word, meditating on it, 
confessing from their heart honestly, praying every day, my friend was led to God 
the Father, and their relationship of trust deepened. It is through this relationship 
of trust that God the Father works greatly. He rewards prayer wisely, he transforms 
this friend to be more like Jesus, and he gives them what they, including their 
children, need. 

2. For some, the Christian life may have become like just a custom. Even though you 
may say you are a Christian, you only read the Bible or listen to a sermon once in 
a while. You couldn't say you have a close relationship with God the Father. 
Sometimes, you feel like a hypocrite. Especially with Covid, when we could not 
go to church in person, maybe you rarely attended YouTube services; you may 
have been living the same life as non-Christians. When you think of the Christians 
you admire, you feel something about them is different, but do you think, “well, 
this is just who I am”?  What Jesus is teaching us in this passage today is that 
because of Him, the Creator has become your Father, He is thinking of you, and 
He knows what you need even before you ask. The Creator is not far from you. He 
is not indifferent to you because you have sinned or because you are an 
immature Christian. Rather, He is a Father who cares for you, considers your 
needs, and loves you, even in the unseen places. Once you understand this 
foundation, I believe your prayers and devotional time will gradually change. The 
foundation of prayer. 

 
Friends, what does the Creator God want from each and every one of us? Faith. Trust. 
You don't just need faith to become a Christian and that's the end; that's the beginning. 
What he is looking for most of all is for that relationship of trust to grow every single day. 
Before the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus was taken into the wilderness and tempted by 
Satan. With an empty stomach, he was tempted to not trust the Father for food. Then, he 
was tempted not to trust in the Father for protection. Finally, he was tempted to not trust 
the Father for the sake of honor, prestige. Actually, every human being, starting with 
Adam and including the whole history of Israel in the Old Testament, lost to those three 
temptations, but Jesus conquered them. If we simply believe in Jesus, his reward, his 
prize, will be ours, and the Creator our Father. And from that starting point, we too are 
invited to listen to the words of the Father each and every day, and to actually trust in 
this trustworthy Father. It is for that trust, that close friendship, that we were created. 
Prayer is an essential part of that friendship. That is the foundation of prayer. 
 
How is your devotion time these days? 
 
We’ve looked at 3 points today: The heart of prayer, the effectiveness of prayer, and the 
foundation of prayer. Heart, Effectiveness, Foundation.   Let’s pray. 
 


