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"VAIN REPETITION" IN PRAYER 

QUESTION. – In Matt. 6:7, our Lord tells us, "When ye pray, 

use not vain repetitions, as the heathen do; for they think that they shall 

be heard for their much speaking." The Apostle Paul, writing to the 

Church (Col. 4:2), exhorts that they "continue in prayer"; again we 

read of the widow who was heard for her importunity. (Luke 18:2-5.) 

Is this a suggestion that we should importune? How could we 

importune without repetition? 

Answer. – We are to recognize a distinct difference between the 

"vain repetitions" of the heathen, which our Lord condemned, and the 

"continuing instant in prayer," "in everything giving thanks," in 

"praying and not fainting," acts which our Lord and the Apostles 

enjoined. (Rom. 12:12; Luke 18:1, etc.) This difference the Lord 

illustrated in the case of the woman who came to a judge repeatedly, 

asking that he avenge her of her enemy. Although the judge was not a 

man who would act justly, yet he did her justice on account of her 

persistence. In commenting upon her course, our Lord said that if an 

unjust judge be moved on account of importunity to do justice, how 

much more a just judge! 

The thought illustrated in the parable is that of a person who cries 

to the Lord that injustice is being done – as with the Church at the 

present time. We all realize that we are suffering injustice. We cry, "O 

Lord, deliver us! deliver us from the Adversary!" Will God never 

deliver the Church? For eighteen hundred years the Church has been 

praying thus; and God has not answered this prayer. Will He never 

answer? Our Lord intimates that we should not lose faith. We are to 

have full confidence in His promises. Injustice will not forever obtain. 

The time will come, we are told, when Satan shall be bound and 

deceive the people no more. – Rev. 20:2,3. 

1

http://www.mostholyfaith.com/Beta/bible/BibleXref.asp?xref=bible%5eRomans%5e12%5e12#Here
http://www.mostholyfaith.com/Beta/bible/BibleXref.asp?xref=bible%5eLuke%5e18%5e1#Here
http://www.mostholyfaith.com/Beta/bible/BibleXref.asp?xref=bible%5eRevelation%5e20%5e2,3#Here


Therefore we do right to pray, "Thy Kingdom come," week after 

week, year after year, century after century. To grow faint or grow 

weary in prayer would not be right. The proper course is to believe 

that God will fulfil what He has promised; and that all will come out 

in harmony with His will. 

On another occasion our Lord gave a parable wherein one asked 

his neighbor for food and was refused. (Luke 11:5-8.) He asked again. 

Finally the neighbor gave it to him on account of his importunity, on 

account of his patiently persisting. This parable, also, emphasizes the 

thought of importunate prayer. God has the blessing, and not only is 

able to give it, but has promised to do so. The delay in granting the 

request is because His due time has not come. Hence we are not to 

give up nor to become weary, but to be constant in our prayers. 

This is all very different, however, from the "vain repetitions" 

which our Lord condemned. But we do not think that our Lord desires 

us to use repetition in our prayers. Some people use the words, "Our 

Father," or "Our God," or "Heavenly Father" more frequently than 

would seem to be good form – even using them in every fourth or fifth 

sentence. Their prayer would sound better on earth if they did not use 

these repetitions; though, no doubt, the repetitions would be 

understood in Heaven; for these people seem to be as earnest as others. 

Sometimes, after we have had morning worship and prayer, the 

one called upon to ask the blessing at table practically repeats the 

morning prayer. This course would imply that the person had forgotten 

that the general blessings had been asked in that prayer, and 

that he should be asking a blessing on the morning meal. To ask a 

blessing on the meal is not to pray in the ordinary sense of the word. 

Whoever "asks the blessing" should ask something in connection with 

the food and not attempt to pray for neighbors, relatives, etc. [R5020 

: page 148] 

But the repetitions which our Lord had in mind and which are 

specially reprehensible in the Lord's sight are formal prayers merely. 
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To illustrate: the Chinese are said to have a praying wheel, which 

enables them to make many "vain repetitions" without the trouble of 

speaking a word. 

It would seem that our Catholic friends also are given to a great 

deal of repetition in prayer. They repeat, "Hail, Mary!" and believe 

that God will save them from suffering in purgatory for their 

repetitions. Some of the poor creatures say, "Hail, Mary!" as often and 

as fast as they can. 

So with the Mohammedans. They say, "Great is Allah! 

Mohammed is His Prophet! Great is Allah! Mohammed is His 

Prophet!" again and again. We do not know what good they are doing, 

for they are surely wasting a great deal of valuable time to no purpose. 

We do not wish to make light of these people nor of their conduct. But 

we are bound to think that with those who are intelligent such prayers 

are only form. With those who are not intelligent it is different. We 

believe that they are sincere; and so our course is to think 

sympathetically of them, but not to do as they do, not to pray as they 

pray. Prayer in private, in our own room, may be as long as we please; 

but prayer in public should be short and to the point. 
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