SMALL GROUP CURRICULUM

LEADERS GUIDE

SERIES: SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES

WEEK 3: THE DISCIPLINE OF PRAYER
Purpose

To introduce students to the idea of spiritual disciplines and to specifically challenge them on the discipline of prayer in order to be close to God and be used by Him.

 Suggested Introduction

Group discussion question: When do you feel most distant from God?

Group discussion question: Why is it so hard to be faithful in prayer?

Group discussion question: If you could be closer to God by being in prayer, what would you do?

Transition to Bible Study

Tonight we are going to continue our series on “spiritual disciplines.” As we have learned in the last two weeks, disciplines are ways that we can get closer to God and be faithful to following him daily. We are called to be followers of Christ. We are called to be His disciples. Spiritual disciplines are very important to develop. Our salvation is based on faith alone, not works, so this isn’t to earn salvation or merit, but simply to improve our relationship with the Lord.

As we talked about in the first lesson, here is a good working definition of a spiritual discipline:

Any activity that can help me gain power to live my life more like Jesus Christ.
Today we are going to talk about prayer and how we need to be practicing this in our lives in an ongoing way. Let’s look at the Scriptures together to see what God’s word tells us about prayer. 

Getting into the Text
Primary Texts: There are three primary passages for this lesson

Matthew 6:5-15
"And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth; they have received their reward in full. 6 But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. 7 And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. 8 Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him. 9 "This, then, is how you should pray:

 `Our Father in heaven,

  Hallowed be your name,

10 your kingdom come,

  Your will be done

    On earth as it is in heaven.

  11 Give us today our daily bread.

  12 Forgive us our debts,

    As we also have forgiven our debtors.

  13 And lead us not into temptation,

  But deliver us from the evil one. '

14 For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15 But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.
I Thessalonians 5:16-18

16 Be joyful always; 17 pray continually; 18 give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

James 5:13-18

13 Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. 14 Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.

17 Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.

Read the Matthew passage first (it’s the main passage we’ll be studying today) and have the students give their reactions to it. It’s a familiar passage, but it’s the words of Jesus so we need to take them seriously. 

Look at the text closely together and give as many observations as possible. Here are some possible discussion starters for you to get them going:

Group discussion question: How do hypocrites pray?

Answer: By trying to get attention on the street corner. By gaining admiration from people around them, not really focusing on God. 

Group discussion question: How does Jesus tell us to pray?

Answer: He tells us to go in private and speak to the Lord directly so that we are not distracted by wanting to gain popularity with people, but just really talk to God.

Group discussion question: What does Jesus say about babbling on and on?

Answer: You won’t impress God with your many words. Keep it simple and straightforward! God knows your heart. He knows what you need before you even ask him for it.

Group discussion question: Does the Lord’s Prayer need to be said every time you pray?

Answer: Jesus is giving us an example of what you can pray. He is not saying you need to pray this every time you pray.

Group discussion question: What are some of the key elements that make up this prayer?

Answer: 

· Acknowledge who God is.

· Praise God’s name.

· Submit to his will.

· Ask for needs to be met.

· Ask for forgiveness.

· Ask for protection from harm and temptation.

Group discussion question: Why is our forgiveness of others important?

Answer: This is the forgiveness that leads to fellowship with other believers, not the forgiveness for salvation. Forgiveness is obviously very important as a Christian towards fellow believers since Christ emphasizes it here quite clearly. If we can’t forgive others, why should we expect to be forgiven?

Interpretation of the text: How should we pray?

Group discussion questions: 

Do you find it easy to take time and pray?

Why is it hypocritical to pray for your own attention? 

Do you have a hard time praying? Why or why not?

Do you feel ashamed to pray at school or in public? Why or why not?

If God already knows what we need, why should we bother to pray at all?

If you are angry at someone and haven’t forgiven them, how does that affect your prayer life?

When have you found time to pray in your busy schedule? Do you make time for God or just try to squeeze him in?

Take a look at the other texts: What do they say about prayer?

Take time now to read the two remaining passages (I Thess. 5:16-18 and James 5:13-18). If your discussion on the Matthew passage gets to be pretty long, go ahead and skip these passages. Otherwise, these passages do provide other information about prayer. 

I Thessalonians 5:16-18

16 Be joyful always; 17 pray continually; 18 give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

Group discussion question: What does it mean to pray continually? Is that really possible? Give an example.

Answer: This passage doesn’t mean that you are not supposed to do anything else but pray. This means to be persistent in prayer and to pray for things more than once. If you are praying for a missionary from our church, you need to pray on a continual basis, not just once and then forget it. They need our prayers at various times and through different circumstances they are going through. If a friend asked you to pray for him/her for a very important issue, wouldn’t you pray more than once? Paul prayed continually for the Thessalonians (see 1:3 and 2:13).

Group discussion question: What does being joyful and giving thanks have to do with prayer?

Answer: We are more joyful when we can lift our concerns up to the Lord instead of trying to take care of everything on our own. We are to be thankful for even the trials that come our way (James 1) because we grow through those times. 

James 5:13-18

13 Is any one of you in trouble? He should pray. Is anyone happy? Let him sing songs of praise. 14 Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 15 And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well; the Lord will raise him up. If he has sinned, he will be forgiven. 16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective.

17 Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that it would not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and a half years. 18 Again he prayed, and the heavens gave rain, and the earth produced its crops.

Group discussion question: What does this passage say about when we are supposed to pray? 

Answer: We are to pray when we are in trouble and when we praise God for the good times too. We are to pray for one another when we are sick and also when we need to be forgiven. We are to pray for one another in all circumstances.

Group discussion question: What does it mean to be a “righteous” person? 

Answer: It doesn’t mean you are perfect. It means that this person has confessed their sins and they are being obedient to God’s will in their lives.

Group discussion question: Elijah is given as an example of a man just like us who was righteous. How is he just like us? How did his prayers change things?

Answer: He is a man and a sinner too. He went through hard times (hiding away to stay alive, a famine, a generation of people who believed in Baal instead of God, etc). He prayed very bold prayers in order to see God work and God granted him those answers because of his righteousness. He prayed for things that honored God, not himself. (You can find some of those prayers in 1 Kings 17:1; 17-24; 18:20-39; 18:41-45).

Application: How’s YOUR prayer life?

Remember that a spiritual discipline is like a spiritual exercise that gives us power to live more like Christ. As a group, come up with some intentional ways that you can “exercise” your spiritual life through prayer. Have each student pick one of these that applies in his/her own life or make up a new one based on a truth discovered in this Bible study time. Have them write it down so they don’t forget it! Ask them if they did anything about it next week when you see them.

1. Choose a time each day to meet with the Lord.

2. Turn off the music in your car every once in a while to spend time talking and listening to God.

3. Use your time between classes when you are walking in the crowded hallways at school to pray for those you see around you.

4. Do you have anyone you need to forgive? Make it a point to forgive them today so that you can be free to pray with all your heart.

5. Write down some ways you want to live a more righteous life.

6. What are some creative ways you can pray throughout your day? 

7. What things do you need to pray for continually (more than once)?

Jesus often spent time in prayer alone or with his disciples. Do you regularly take time for being with the Lord in prayer? 

In learning to listen to God through prayer, here are some things from the John Ortberg book mentioned earlier that you may want to discuss if there is time:

God’s purpose in guidance is not to get us to perform the right actions. His purpose is to help us become the right kind of people. – Ortberg

It only makes sense to ask God for guidance in the context of a life committed to “seeking first the kingdom”. – Ortberg

Another possible way to apply this lesson is to take time to review your prayers so that you can learn from them over time. In John Ortberg’s book, he suggests a method for doing this:
· Take 3-4 minutes after you have finished praying to reflect on the prayer. This is not part of the prayer, but a separate exercise.

· How did the prayer get started? Where you aware of God’s presence, or was there a sense that you were just thinking by yourself?

· Did any parts of the prayer seem especially “alive” as you prayed? Did you have times of strong conviction or emotion, and if so, what were they? Did they seem to be moving you closer to God, or farther away?

· What difficulties did you encounter? Did you feel tired or bored or experience other barriers? Did you find your mind wandering, and if so, to what? What were you praying over when this happened? How did you respond?

· Did you have any sense of being called to respond or carry out some action? If so, what?

· What was the general “tone” of your prayer: warm and loving? difficult or painful? dark? reassuring? sobering? foggy?
Write down the results of your review in order to learn more about prayer and how God is speaking to you through it.
Close in PRAYER! : ) How appropriate! 
