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Principles of Community Prayer
If you’ve been to a number of prayer gatherings, you’ve probably noticed that some are energetic with widespread participation 
and others seem dull and lifeless, with only a few people praying.  You want your NDP prayer gathering to be the first type - 
people praying together in unity, building off of each other as they together discern God’s heart and seek his purposes.  What 
can you do to lay the groundwork for this type of fruitful prayer gathering?
 
From a leadership standpoint, the key to success in community prayer gatherings is understanding the difference between 
private prayer and community prayer, and then helping your participants to pray together effectively.
 
Community prayer is more complex than private prayer.  In private prayer, the only relationship in play is the vertical 
relationship between the pray-er and God.  When we pray in community, we introduce another dimension - the horizontal 
relationships with others.  The key to praying effectively in a group setting is recognizing the two-dimensional nature of 
community prayer and adjusting our prayers accordingly.
 
Community prayer is praying to God with people.  Praying to God means that we’re addressing God (rather than others in the 
group) as we pray, focusing on his presence, discerning his heart, and praying for his will.  Praying with people means praying 
in such a way as to promote participation, agreement, and unity in the group.
 

Praying to God

There are several ways in which we tend to address others in 
the group when we pray - some subtle, others not so subtle.  
One of these is information sharing.  God, being omniscient, 
does not need the information.  When we spend time sharing 
information, we’re really addressing the group.  This tends to 
lengthen our prayers and direct our thoughts horizontally, 
rather than vertically.  Have you ever prayed with someone 
who spent several minutes in prayer describing the situation? 
Did you wonder when the actual prayer was going to start?
 
Another way in which we address others is by wording our 
prayers in such a way as to encourage action by people in the 
group, rather than asking God to act.  Consider the following 
two prayers:
 

“Father, your heart is for the poor among 
us.  May we be more sensitive to their needs, 
seeking ways to share both the Gospel and our 
resources with them.  May we see them with 
your eyes and love them with your heart.”
 

“Father, we praise your for your concern for the 
poor.  Please show us their needs; open doors 
for us to share the Gospel with them, and teach 
us how to share our resources.  Show us how 
you see them, and give us your heart toward 
them.”
 
The first prayer is all about what the group needs to do - 
be more sensitive, seek ways to share, see the poor with 
God’s eyes, etc.  The emphasis is on group members acting 
in a different way toward the poor.  The second prayer, by 
contrast, seeks God’s intervention rather than the group’s.  
God is asked to show the group the poor as he sees them, 
to open doors for the Gospel, to teach them how to serve 
the poor.  While the ideas of both prayers are the same, the 
center is different; the first prayer centers on the group, 
while the second centers on God.
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Other ways in which we tend to address the group in prayer 
include “cheerleading” types of prayer (meant to stir the 
group emotionally), “exhortation” prayer (meant to encourage 
the group to act), long quotes of scripture (at best, meant to 
inform or encourage the group; at worst, meant to impress 
the group with the pray-er’s knowledge of the Bible), etc.  
 
By contrast, praying to God means that we’re focusing our 
prayers on asking him to act.  Simple, direct petitions like 
those of the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9-13) characterize our 
prayers.  Notice how the prayer that Jesus taught us contains 
hardly any details.  Rather than describing in detail all of 
our physical needs, Jesus simply sums them up as “Give us 
this day our daily bread”.  The simple petition “deliver us 
from evil” takes the place of our often long-winded, detailed 
explanations of the trials we face.  This all makes sense when 
we’re addressing God, because “your Father knows what you 
need before you ask him” (Matthew 6:8).
 

Praying with others

Many people - even those who have strong 
personal prayer lives - struggle to pray 
effectively in a group setting.  What works well 
in the “prayer closet” doesn’t always translate 
to a group setting.
 
Two principles can help us here.  The first is the principle of 
orderly worship, as expressed in 1 Corinthians 14.  Worship 
at the church in Corinth had degenerated into an “everyone 
did as they saw fit” kind of situation.  The result was chaotic 
worship that neither honored God nor built up the church.  
Paul addressed this by instructing the church on how to 
worship God together.  
 
Praying in an orderly way means, among other things, 
staying “on topic” rather than simply praying whatever 
comes into our minds.  This is one of the differences between 
community prayer and private prayer.  Alone in our prayer 
closets, we can bring anything to God at any time and in 
any order.  The God who knows our hearts doesn’t need an 
organized “presentation” of prayer.

 
But praying in community is different.  Picture a worship 
service in which the worship leader begins a song and then 
everyone in the congregation sings whatever song comes to 
their minds.  The result is not unified worship - it’s chaos, 
distracting each person from their own ability to focus on 
God.  The same is true with community prayer.  If each 
person prays whatever is on their heart, the result is chaotic 
prayer with no unifying theme and no sense of participating 
together.  We’ll talk more about this shortly.
 
The second principle is that of acting in love toward the ones 
with whom we pray.  One way that we do this is by limiting 
our own prayers in deference to others.  God has an infinite 
attention span, but we don’t!  A prayer that goes on and on 
makes others reluctant to follow, discouraging participation.  
Such a prayer also subtly conveys the idea that the one 
praying is not interested in the contributions of others but 
only in their own prayers.  This reveals both a lack of humility 
and a lack of love toward the others praying.  Again, more on 
this later.  
 
Picture a group of musicians each taking turns playing solos 
from different pieces of music.  Individually, the prayers 
may make sense; but collectively they don’t form much of a 
concert.  Now picture the same group playing from the same 
piece of music.  Each musician contributes to the whole, 
creating a beautiful symphony.  This is what it means to pray 
effectively in community.
 


