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1 
THE SI N AN D CAUS E O F 

PRAYERLESSNESS 

IF CONSCIENC E i s t o d o it s work , an d th e contrit e 
heart i s t o fee l it s misery , i t i s necessar y tha t eac h 
individual shoul d mentio n hi s si n b y name . Th e 
confession mus t b e severel y personal . I n a  meetin g 
of minister s ther e i s probabl y n o singl e si n whic h 
each on e o f u s ough t t o acknowledg e wit h deepe r 
shame—"Guilty, veril y guilty"—tha n th e si n o f 
prayerlessness. 

What i s it , then , tha t make s prayerlessnes s suc h 
a grea t sin ? A t first  i t i s looke d upo n merel y a s a 
weakness. There i s so much talk abou t lack o f tim e 
and al l sort s o f distraction s tha t th e dee p guil t o f 
the situation i s not recognized . Le t i t b e our hones t 
desire that , fo r th e future , th e si n o f prayerlessnes s 
may b e t o u s truly sinful . Consider — 

1. WHA T A  REPROAC H I T I S T O GOD.—Ther e i s 

the hol y an d mos t gloriou s Go d wh o invite s u s t o 
come t o Him , t o hol d convers e wit h Him , t o as k 
from Hi m suc h thing s a s w e need , an d t o experi -
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ence wha t a  blessin g ther e i s i n fellowshi p wit h 
Him. He ha s create d u s in His own image , and ha s 
redeemed u s b y Hi s ow n Son , s o tha t i n convers e 
with Hi m w e migh t find  ou r highes t glor y an d sal -
vation. 

What use do we make of this heavenly privilege ? 
How man y ther e ar e wh o tak e onl y fiv e minute s 
for prayer ! The y sa y tha t the y hav e n o tim e an d 
that th e hear t desir e fo r praye r i s lacking ; the y d o 
not know  how  t o spen d hal f a n hou r wit h God ! I t 
is no t tha t the y absolutel y d o no t pray ; the y pra y 
every day—bu t the y hav e n o jo y i n prayer , a s a 
token o f communio n wit h Go d whic h show s tha t 
God i s ever y thin g t o them . 

If a  frien d come s t o visi t them , the y hav e time , 
they make time,  eve n a t the cost of sacrifice , for th e 
sake of enjoyin g convers e with him . Yes, they hav e 
time fo r everythin g tha t reall y interest s them , bu t 
no time to practice fellowship wit h Go d and deligh t 
themselves i n Him ! The y fin d tim e fo r a  creatur e 
who ca n b e o f servic e t o them ; bu t da y afte r day , 
month afte r mont h passes , an d ther e is-n o tim e t o 
spend one  hour  wit h God . 

Do no t ou r heart s begi n t o acknowledg e wha t a 
dishonor, wha t a  despite o f Go d thi s is , that I  dar e 
to say I  canno t fin d tim e fo r fellowshi p wit h Him ? 
If thi s si n begin s t o appea r plai n t o us , shal l w e 
not with deep shame cry out: "Woe is me, for I  a m 
undone, O  God ; b e mercifu l t o me , an d forgiv e 
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this awfu l si n o f prayerlessness. " Conside r fur -
ther— 

2. I T I S TH E CAUS E O F A  DEFICIEN T SPIRITUA L 

LIFE.—It i s a  proo f that , fo r th e mos t part , ou r 
life i s still under th e power of "th e flesh. " Praye r is 
the pulse of life; b y it the doctor can tell what i s the 
condition o f th e heart . Th e si n o f prayerlessnes s i s 
a proo f fo r th e ordinar y Christia n o r ministe r tha t 
the life o f Go d i n th e sou l i s in deadly sicknes s an d 
weakness. 

Much i s sai d an d man y complaint s ar e mad e 
about the feebleness of the Church to fulfill he r call-
ing, t o exercis e a n influenc e ove r he r members , t o 
deliver the m fro m th e powe r o f th e world , an d t o 
bring the m t o a  lif e o f hol y consecratio n t o God . 
Much i s als o spoke n abou t he r indifferenc e t o th e 
millions o f heathe n who m Chris t entruste d t o he r 
that sh e migh t mak e know n t o the m Hi s lov e an d 
salvation. Wha t i s th e reaso n tha t man y thousand s 
of Christian workers in the world have not a greater 
influence? Nothin g sav e this—th e prayerlessnes s 
of thei r service . I n th e mids t o f al l thei r zea l i n 
the stud y an d i n th e wor k o f th e Church , o f al l 
their faithfulness i n preaching and conversation with 
the people , the y lac k tha t ceaseles s praye r whic h 
has attached t o it the sure promise of th e Spiri t an d 
the powe r fro m o n high . I t i s nothin g bu t th e si n 
of prayerlessnes s whic h i s th e caus e o f th e lac k o f 
a powerful spiritua l life ! Conside r further — 
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3. T H E DREADFU L LOS S WHIC H TH E CHURC H 

SUFFERS AS A RESULT O F PRAYERLESSNES S OF TH E 

MINISTER.—It i s the business of a  minister t o trai n 
believers u p t o a  lif e o f prayer ; bu t ho w ca n a 
leader d o thi s i f h e himsel f understand s littl e th e 
art o f conversin g wit h Go d an d o f receivin g fro m 
the Holy Spirit , every day, out of heaven , abundan t 
grace fo r himsel f an d fo r hi s work ? A  ministe r 
cannot lea d a  congregatio n highe r tha n h e i s him -
self. H e canno t wit h enthusias m poin t ou t a  way , 
or explain a  work, in which h e i s not himsel f walk -
ing o r living . 

How many thousands of Christians there are who 
know nex t t o nothin g o f th e blessednes s o f praye r 
fellowship wit h God ! Ho w man y ther e ar e wh o 
know somethin g o f i t an d lon g fo r a  furthe r in -
crease o f thi s knowledge , bu t i n th e preachin g o f 
the Wor d the y ar e no t persistentl y urge d t o kee p 
on til l the y obtai n th e blessing ! Th e reaso n i s sim -
ply an d onl y tha t th e ministe r understand s s o littl e 
about th e secre t o f powerfu l praye r an d doe s no t 
give praye r th e plac e i n hi s servic e which , i n th e 
nature o f th e cas e an d i n th e wil l o f God , i s in -
dispensably necessary . Oh , wha t a  differenc e w e 
should notice in our congregations if ministers could 
be brought t o see in it s right ligh t th e sin of prayer -
lessness an d wer e delivere d fro m it ! Onc e mor e 
consider— 

4. T H E IMPOSSIBILIT Y O F PREACHIN G TH E GOS -
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PEL T O AL L MEN—a s w e are commanded b y Chris t 
to do—so lon g a s thi s si n i s not overcom e an d cas t 
out. 

Many fee l tha t th e grea t nee d o f mission s i s th e 
obtaining o f me n an d wome n wh o wil l giv e them -
selves t o th e Lor d t o striv e i n praye r fo r th e salva -
tion of souls . I t has also been sai d tha t God i s eager 
and abl e t o delive r an d bles s th e worl d H e ha s 
redeemed, i f Hi s peopl e wer e bu t willing , i f the y 
were bu t ready , t o cr y t o Hi m da y an d night . Bu t 
how ca n congregation s b e brough t t o tha t unles s 
there come s firs t a n entir e chang e i n minister s an d 
that the y begi n t o se e tha t th e indispensabl e thin g 
is not preaching , no t pastora l visitation , no t churc h 
work, bu t fellowship  with  God  in  prayer  till  they 
are clothed  with  power  from  on  high? 

Oh, tha t al l though t an d wor k an d expectatio n 
concerning th e kingdo m migh t driv e u s t o th e 
acknowledgement o f th e si n o f prayerlessness ! Go d 
help u s t o roo t i t out ! Go d delive r u s fro m i t 
through th e bloo d an d powe r o f Chris t Jesus ! 
God teac h ever y ministe r o f th e Wor d t o se e wha t 
a gloriou s plac e h e ma y occup y i f h e firs t o f al l 
is delivere d fro m thi s roo t o f evils ; s o tha t wit h 
courage an d joy , i n fait h an d perseverance , h e ca n 
go o n wit h hi s God ! 

The si n o f prayerlessness ! Th e Lor d la y th e bur -
den o f i t s o heav y o n ou r heart s tha t w e ma y no t 
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rest til l i t i s take n fa r fro m u s throug h th e nam e 
and powe r o f Jesus . H e wil l mak e thi s possibl e 
for us . 

A WITNES S FRO M AMERIC A 

In 1898 , ther e wer e tw o member s o f th e Pres -
bytery i n Ne w Yor k wh o attende d th e Northfiel d 
Conference fo r th e deepenin g o f th e spiritua l life . 
They returned t o thei r wor k wit h th e fir e o f a  ne w 
enthusiasm. The y endeavore d t o brin g abou t a  re -
vival i n th e entir e Presbytery . I n a  meetin g whic h 
they held , th e chairma n wa s guide d t o as k th e 
brethren a  questio n concernin g thei r praye r life : 
"Brethren," sai d he , "le t u s today mak e confessio n 
before Go d an d each other . I t will do us good. Will 
everyone wh o spend s hal f a n hou r ever y da y wit h 
God i n connection wit h hi s work hol d up a  hand?" 
One hand wa s held up . He made a  further request : 
"All wh o thu s spen d fiftee n minute s hol d u p a 
hand." No t hal f o f th e hand s wer e hel d up . The n 
he said: "Prayer , th e working powe r of th e Churc h 
of Christ , an d hal f o f th e worker s mak e hardl y 
any us e o f it ! Al l wh o spen d fiv e minute s hol d u p 
hands." All hands went up. But one man came later 
with th e confessio n tha t h e wa s no t quit e sur e i f 
he spen t fiv e minute s i n praye r ever y day . "I t is, " 
said he , " a terribl e revelatio n o f ho w littl e tim e I 
spend wit h God. " 
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T H E CAUS E O F PRAYERLESSNES S 

In a n elder' s praye r meeting , a  brothe r pu t th e 
question: "What , then , i s th e caus e o f s o muc h 
prayerlessness? I s i t no t unbelief? " 

The answer was : "Certainly ; bu t the n come s th e 
question—what i s th e caus e o f tha t unbelief? " 
When th e disciple s aske d th e Lor d Jesus : "Wh y 
could no t w e cas t th e devi l out?" Hi s answer was : 
"Because o f you r unbelief. " H e wen t furthe r an d 
said: "Howbei t thi s kin d goet h no t ou t bu t b y 
prayer an d fasting. " I f th e lif e i s no t on e o f self -
denial—of fasting—tha t is , letting the world go ; of 
prayer—that is , laying hold o f heaven , faith canno t 
be exercised. A  life live d accordin g to the flesh and 
not accordin g t o th e Spirit—i t i s i n thi s tha t w e 
find th e origi n o f th e prayerlessnes s o f whic h w e 
complain. As we came out of the meeting, a brother 
said t o me : "Tha t i s th e whol e difficulty ; w e wis h 
to pra y i n th e Spiri t an d a t th e sam e tim e wal k 
after th e flesh , an d thi s i s impossible. " 

If on e i s sic k an d desire s healing , i t i s o f prim e 
importance tha t th e tru e caus e o f th e sicknes s b e 
discovered. Thi s i s alway s th e firs t ste p towar d 
recovery. I f th e particula r caus e i s no t recognized , 
and attentio n i s directe d t o subordinat e causes , o r 
to suppose d bu t no t rea l causes , healin g i s ou t o f 
the question . I n lik e manner , i t i s o f th e utmos t 
importance fo r u s t o obtai n a  correc t insigh t int o 
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the caus e o f th e sa d conditio n o f deadnes s an d 
failure in prayer in the inner chamber, which shoul d 
be such a  blessed place for us . Let us seek to realize 
fully wha t i s th e roo t o f thi s evil . 

Scripture teache s u s tha t ther e ar e bu t tw o con -
ditions possibl e fo r th e Christian . On e i s a  wal k 
according t o the Spirit , th e othe r a  walk accordin g 
to "th e flesh. " Thes e tw o power s ar e i n irrecon -
cilable conflict wit h each other. So it comes to pass, 
in the case of th e majority o f Christians , that, while 
we thank Go d tha t the y are born agai n throug h th e 
Spirit an d hav e receive d th e lif e o f God—ye t thei r 
ordinary dail y lif e i s no t live d accordin g t o th e 
Spirit bu t accordin g t o "th e flesh. " Pau l write s t o 
the Galatians : "Ar e y e s o foolish ? havin g begu n 
in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?" 
(Gal. 3:3) . Thei r servic e la y i n fleshly  outwar d 
performances. The y di d no t understan d tha t wher e 
"the flesh " i s permitte d t o influenc e thei r servic e 
of God , i t soo n result s i n ope n sin . 

So h e mention s no t onl y grav e sin s a s th e wor k 
of "th e flesh, " suc h a s adultery , murder , drunken -
ness; bu t also the more ordinary sin s of dail y life — 
wrath, strife , variance ; an d h e give s th e exhorta -
tion: "Wal k i n th e Spirit , an d y e shal l no t fulfil l 
the lus t o f th e flesh . . . . I f w e liv e i n th e Spirit , 
let u s als o wal k i n th e Spirit " (Gal . 5:16 , 25) . 
The Spiri t mus t b e honored no t onl y a s th e Autho r 
of a  ne w lif e bu t als o a s th e Leade r an d Directo r 
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of ou r entir e walk . Otherwis e w e ar e wha t th e 
apostle call s "carnal. " 

The majority o f Christians have little understand -
ing of thi s matter . The y hav e no rea l knowledge of 
the dee p sinfulnes s an d godlessnes s o f tha t carna l 
nature whic h belong s t o the m an d t o whic h un -
consciously the y yield . "God .  . .  condemned si n i n 
the flesh " (Rom . 8:3)—i n th e cros s o f Christ . 
"They tha t ar e Christ's have crucified th e flesh wit h 
the affection s an d lusts " (Gal . 5:24) . "Th e flesh " 
cannot be improved o r sanctified. "The carnal mind 
is enmity  against  God;  fo r i t i s no t subjec t t o th e 
law o f God , neither  indeed  can  be"  (Rom . 8:7) . 
There i s no means o f dealin g wit h "th e flesh"  sav e 
as Christ deal t with it , bearing i t to the cross . "Ou r 
old ma n i s crucifie d wit h him " (Rom . 6:6) ; s o 
we b y fait h als o crucif y it , an d regar d an d trea t i t 
daily a s a n accurse d thin g tha t finds  it s rightfu l 
place on th e accurse d cross . 

It i s saddenin g t o conside r ho w man y Christian s 
there are who seldom think or speak earnestly abou t 
the dee p an d immeasurabl e sinfulnes s o f "th e 
flesh"—"In m e (tha t is , i n m y flesh ) dwellet h n o 
good thing " (Rom . 7:18) . Th e ma n wh o trul y 
believes this may well cry out: " I se e another law in 
my member s .  .  .  bringing m e int o captivit y t o th e 
law of sin . . . O  wretched ma n that I am ! Who shall 
deliver m e fro m th e bod y o f thi s death? " (Rom . 
7:23, 24) . Happ y i s h e wh o ca n g o furthe r an d 
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say: " I than k God , through Jesu s Chris t ou r Lord . 
. .  .  For the law  of  the  Spirit  of  life  in  Christ  Jesus 
hath made  me  free  fro m th e la w o f si n an d death " 
(Rom. 7:25 ; 8:2) . 

Would tha t w e might understan d God' s counsel s 
of grace for us ! "The flesh" on the cross—the Spiri t 
in th e hear t an d controllin g th e life . 

This spiritua l lif e i s to o littl e understoo d o r 
sought after ; ye t i t i s literall y wha t Go d ha s prom -
ised an d wil l accomplis h i n those who uncondition -
ally surrende r themselve s t o Hi m fo r thi s purpose . 

Here the n w e hav e th e dee p roo t o f evi l a s th e 
cause of a  prayerless life . "The flesh"  ca n say pray-
ers well enough , calling itsel f religiou s for s o doing 
and thu s satisfyin g conscience . Bu t "th e flesh"  ha s 
no desire or strength fo r th e prayer tha t strives afte r 
an intimat e knowledg e o f God ; tha t rejoice s i n fel -
lowship wit h Him ; an d tha t continue s t o la y hol d 
of Hi s strength . So , finally , i t come s t o this , "th e 
flesh" mus t b e denie d an d crucified . 

The Christia n wh o i s stil l carna l ha s neithe r dis -
position no r strengt h t o follo w afte r God . H e rest s 
satisfied wit h th e praye r o f habi t o r custom ; bu t 
the glory , th e blessednes s o f secre t praye r i s a  hid -
den thin g to him, til l som e day hi s eyes are opened , 
and h e begins t o see that "th e flesh, " i n it s disposi -
tion to turn away from God , is the archenemy which 
makes powerfu l praye r impossibl e fo r him . 

I ha d once , a t a  conference , spoke n o n th e sub -
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ject o f praye r an d mad e us e o f stron g expression s 
about the enmity of "the flesh" as a cause of prayer -
lessness. After th e address , the minister' s wif e sai d 
that she thought I  had spoken too strongly. She also 
had t o mour n ove r to o littl e desir e fo r prayer , bu t 
she kne w he r hear t wa s sincerel y se t o n seekin g 
God. I  showe d he r wha t th e Wor d o f Go d sai d 
about "th e flesh, " an d tha t everythin g whic h pre -
vents the reception of th e Spirit i s nothing else tha n 
a secre t wor k o f "th e flesh."  Ada m wa s create d 
to have fellowshi p wit h Go d an d enjoye d i t befor e 
his Fall . Afte r th e Fall , however , ther e cam e im -
mediately, a  deep-seate d aversio n t o God , an d h e 
fled fro m Him . This incurabl e aversio n i s the char -
acteristic o f th e unregenerat e natur e an d th e chie f 
cause o f ou r unwillingnes s t o surrende r ourselve s 
to fellowshi p wit h Go d i n prayer . Th e followin g 
day sh e tol d m e tha t Go d ha d opene d he r eyes ; 
she confesse d tha t th e enmity an d unwillingnes s o f 
"the flesh " wa s th e hidde n hindranc e i n he r defec -
tive praye r life . 

O m y brethren , d o no t see k t o find  i n circum -
stances th e explanatio n o f thi s prayerlessnes s ove r 
which w e mourn ; see k i t wher e God' s Wor d de-
clares i t t o be , i n th e hidde n aversio n o f th e hear t 
to a  hol y God . 

When a  Christia n doe s no t yiel d entirel y t o th e 
leading o f th e Spirit—an d thi s i s certainl y th e wil l 
of Go d an d th e work o f Hi s grace—h e lives , with-
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out knowin g it , unde r th e powe r o f "th e flesh. " 
This lif e o f "th e flesh"  manifest s itsel f i n man y 
different ways . I t appear s i n th e hastines s o f spirit , 
or th e ange r whic h s o unexpectedl y arise s i n you , 
in th e lac k o f lov e fo r whic h yo u hav e s o ofte n 
blamed yourself ; i n th e pleasur e foun d i n eatin g 
and drinking , about which a t times your conscienc e 
has chidde n you ; i n tha t seekin g fo r you r ow n 
will an d honor , tha t confidenc e i n you r ow n wis -
dom an d power , tha t pleasur e i n th e world , o f 
which yo u ar e sometime s ashame d befor e God . Al l 
this i s lif e "afte r th e flesh. " "Y e ar e ye t carnal " 
(I Cor . 3:3)—tha t text , perhaps , disturb s yo u a t 
times; yo u hav e no t ful l peac e an d jo y i n God . 

I pra y yo u tak e tim e an d giv e a n answe r t o th e 
question: Hav e I  no t foun d her e th e caus e o f m y 
prayerlessness, o f m y powerlessnes s t o effec t an y 
change i n th e matter ? I  liv e i n th e Spirit , I  hav e 
been born again , but I  do not walk after th e Spirit — 
"the flesh " lord s i t ove r me . Th e carna l lif e can -
not possibl y pra y i n th e spiri t an d power . Go d for -
give me . Th e carna l lif e i s evidentl y th e caus e o f 
my sa d an d shamefu l prayerlessness . 

T H E STOR M CENTE R O N TH E BATTLEFIEL D 

Mention wa s mad e i n conferenc e o f th e expres -
sion "strategi c position " use d s o ofte n i n referenc e 
to th e grea t strif e betwee n th e kingdo m o f heave n 
and th e power s o f darkness . 
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When a general chooses the place from which he 
intends to strike the enemy, he pays most attention 
to those point s which h e thinks mos t important i n 
the fight. Thus there was on the battlefield of Water-
loo a farmhouse which Wellington immediately saw 
was the key to th e situation . He did no t spar e his 
troops i n his endeavor t o hold tha t point : th e vic-
tory depende d o n it . S o it actually happened . I t i s 
the sam e i n th e conflic t betwee n th e believe r an d 
the powers o f darkness . The inne r chambe r i s the 
place where the decisive victory is obtained. 

The enemy uses al l his power to lead the Chris-
tian, and abov e al l the minister, to neglect prayer . 
He knows that however admirable the sermon may 
be, however attractive the service, however faithfu l 
the pastora l visitation , non e o f thes e thing s ca n 
damage him or his kingdom i f praye r i s neglected. 
When the Church shuts herself u p to the power of 
the inne r chamber , an d th e soldier s o f th e Lor d 
have received on their knees "power from on high," 
then th e power s o f darknes s wil l b e shake n an d 
souls will be delivered. In the Church, on the mis-
sion field, with th e ministe r an d hi s congregation , 
everything depend s o n th e faithfu l exercis e o f th e 
power of prayer . 

In the week of conference I  found th e followin g 
in The  Christian: 

Two persons quarrel over a certain point. We call 
them Christian and Apollyon. Apollyon notices that 
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Christian ha s a  certain weapo n whic h woul d giv e 
him a sure victory. They meet in deadly strife, and 
Apollyon resolve s t o tak e awa y th e weapo n fro m 
his opponen t an d destro y it . Fo r th e momen t th e 
main caus e o f th e strif e ha s becom e subordinate ; 
the great poin t no w i s who shall ge t possession of 
the weapo n o n whic h everythin g depends ? I t i s 
of vita l importanc e t o ge t hol d o f that . 

So i t i s i n th e conflic t betwee n Sata n an d th e 
believer. God' s chil d ca n conque r everythin g b y 
prayer. Is it any wonder that Satan does his utmost 
to snatc h tha t weapo n fro m th e Christian , o r t o 
hinder him in the use of it ? 

How now does Satan hinder prayer? By tempta-
tion to postpone or curtail it, by bringing in wander-
ing thoughts an d al l sort s o f distractions ; throug h 
unbelief an d hopelessness. Happy is the prayer hero 
who, through i t all , takes care to hold fast an d use 
his weapon . Lik e ou r Lor d i n Gethsemane , th e 
more violently the enemy attacked the more earnest-
ly He prayed an d cease d no t til l H e had obtaine d 
the victory . Afte r al l th e other part s o f th e armo r 
had been named, Pau l adds : "Wit h al l prayer an d 
supplication i n th e Spirit " (Eph . 6:18) . Withou t 
prayer, th e helme t o f salvation , an d th e shiel d o f 
faith, an d th e Sword o f th e Spirit , which i s God's 
Word, have no power. All depends on prayer. God 
teach us to believe and hold thi s fast ! 
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