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Purpose:  Many in our congregation have been interested in the nature of public prayer.  Some have asked if prayer in 
public worship should be led by one person, or if open prayer, by whoever is led to pray, is appropriate for public 
worship?  The Session has modified the public prayer of our services to be in line with the new and the old Directory of 
Public Worship.  We will examine the Biblical basis for the public prayer led by the teaching or ruling elder as prescribed 
in our Directory of Public Worship, adopted in 2010. 
 
Is public prayer a legitimate part of public worship?  Who leads in public prayer? 
 
• 1 Timothy 2:1-12 – The Apostle Paul commanded public prayer, so we have the answer to our first question.  Paul 

also gives us a partial answer to our second question.  Paul’s instructions stipulated that men, who can lift up holy 
hands without anger or quarreling, are to pray, and that women are to remain quiet.  So, qualified men are authorized 
to lead in prayer, and women are to remain quiet in public worship. 
 

• 1 Corinthians 11:5, 13 and 14:33-34 are two passages that address who could lead in public prayer. 
o In 1 Cor 11:5, Paul reproves women for praying unveiled, but He does not give them permission to pray 

veiled.  In 1 Cor 11:13, Paul is asking a hypothetical question in order to make the point that it is only proper 
for a wife to wear a head covering in public worship, but Paul never gives a positive warrant for a woman to 
lead in public pray.  These verses are unclear and thereby need to be interpreted by other Scripture. 

o 1 Cor 14:33-34 expresses the practice in all of the New Covenant churches.  Paul teaches that women are to 
keep silent during public worship in all churches.  This instruction does not prohibit women from singing or 
praying a unison prayer in public worship.  So, 1 Cor 14:33-34 must be used to interpret 1 Cor 11:5 & 13, and 
the conclusion from Paul’s teaching is that women must be silent in worship.  Thus, women may not lead in 
public prayer during public worship. 
 

• Preliminary Conclusions:  We can draw three preliminary conclusions from 1 Tim and 1 Cor.  1) Women may not 
lead in public prayer.  2) Not all men may lead in public prayer.  3) Only those men, who are qualified, may lead in 
public prayer.  Christ does not authorize each member of the Church to lead in public prayer. 

 
Can we narrow down which men are qualified to lead in public prayer? 
 
• One category of men in the congregation to consider is the deacons, but we learn from Acts 6 that deacons do not 

have a public ministerial office.  Their office is in the ministry of mercy. 
 

• Acts 6:1-4 – Acts 6 gives us insight into who it is that leads the public prayer.  The eleven apostles served as the 
pastors of the local congregations in Jerusalem.  In verse 4, we learn the primary duties of the office of pastor (or 
teaching elder to use the RPCNA’s nomenclature).  “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the 
word.”  This prayer includes private intercessory prayer for the saints, but when associated with the ministry of the 
word, which is a function of public ministry, the prayer of the apostles/pastors is also a function of public ministry.  
So, the pattern set by the apostles in their pastoral ministry is to labor in prayer both publicly and privately.  
Historically, the public prayer of the minister has been seen as a part of the ministry of the Word.1 
 

• We should ask the question, did Paul further identify which men should pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or 
quarreling?  In 1 Tim 3:1-7, Paul gives the qualifications for the overseer, who is also known as the pastor or elder.  
He taught that men, who are called to be overseers, must be sober-minded, self-controlled, not violent but gentle, not 
quarrelsome etc.  Thus, we can conclude that the overseers are qualified by their calling to lead in public prayer. 
 

• The pastor/teacher in Eph 4:11 is a gift of Christ to the Church for the public ministry.  Acts 6:1-6 demonstrates 
that the office fulfills the function of preaching and prayer.  Matt 28:18-20 and 1 Cor 11:17-34 demonstrate that the 
pastor/teaching elder also has the calling of the ministry of the sacraments in public worship. In James 5:14, James 
gives instruction to have the elders pray for the sick.  The question we should ask is does James mean during public 

                                                 
1 William Perkins, The Art of Prophesying, 77-78. 
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worship.  Anointing with oil and prayer was a ministry of the office the elders. 
 

• A logical explanation for why the pastor/elder should lead in public prayer can be deduced by asking a few 
questions about what we believe concerning the 3 means of grace, which are the word, sacrament, and prayer. 

o In public worship, who leads in the ministry of the Word?  the teaching elder 
o In public worship, who leads in the administration of the sacraments? the teaching elder 
o In public worship, who leads in public prayer?  the elder 

 
• Preliminary Conclusion:  The question of who leads in public prayer is not an issue of ability.  Some people are 

great speakers, but God has not called them to preach.  Likewise, many in our congregation, both men and women, 
have the ability to pray publicly, but ability does not qualify someone to lead in public prayer during public worship.  
God qualifies men to lead in public prayer during public worship by calling them as elders (teaching or ruling elders). 

 
What does God reveals about the nature of public prayer throughout the Bible? 
 
• In the Old Testament worship, one person would lead the congregation in prayer.  That person was the prophet, 

priest, or king of Israel, which was the OT Church.  We are going to look at some OT passages that demonstrate the 
nature of public prayer in corporate worship. 

o Moses prayed as the voice of the people.  Ex 33:12-23 is an example. 
o In Lev 16:21, Aaron the High Priest prayed to confess the sins of all Israel. 
o In 1 Chron 16:4, David appointed Levites as ministers to pray to the Lord before the Ark of the Lord. 
o In 2 Kings 8:22-53, King Solomon prayed on behalf of all Israel at the dedication of the Temple. 
o In 2 Chron 30:27, the priests and Levites prayed on behalf of the people of Israel. 
o In Ezra 9:6-15, Ezra, the priest, prayed on behalf of the whole Church at the evening sacrifice. 
o In Neh 8:1, the whole congregation gathered as one man.  This verse emphasizes the unity of the corporate 

church.  Then, in Neh 8:6, Ezra prayed to bless the Lord as the voice of the congregation, and the 
congregation responded with one voice saying, “Amen, Amen.” 

o Another corporate prayer is described in Neh 9:4ff.  Most likely, either Ezra or the Levites listed in verse 5 
prayed this prayer on behalf of the whole congregation who had gathered for worship. 
 

• In the NT, we have less information about prayer, but the weight of the evidence is that public prayer consists of 
unison prayer or prayer led by a leader/elder of the Church. 

o In Matt 6:9-13, Jesus gives the church a prayer that we are to pray in unison in corporate worship. 
o In Matt 14:19, Matt 26:27, Mark 6:41, Mark 8:7, Luke 22:17, John 6:11, and John 17 Jesus leads His 

disciples in prayer. 
o In Acts 1:24-25, the apostles gathered as a court of the Church and prayed.  It was either a prayer in unison, 

or one of the apostles prayed on behalf of the rest of the court. 
o In Acts 6:6, a prayer of the court of the Church is given.  At least one of the apostles prayed verbally. 
o In Acts 8:14-17, Peter and John, who were apostles, went to Samaria on official business of the church.  After 

Peter preached, many believed.  Then, Peter prayed for the Holy Spirit to be given to the new converts.  
o Acts 13:3 & 14:23 show another court of the Church but gives no details about the nature of the prayer. 
o In Acts 20:36, Paul prayed with the Ephesian elders.  It seems like this prayer was led by Paul.  It is possible 

that any of the elders could have prayed.  We don’t know the nature of the prayer. 
o In Acts 21:5-6, Paul prays with the disciples, but no details are given about the nature of the prayer. 
o 1 Cor 11:4,5 and 13 are very difficult and recognizably unclear verses.  For example, the RPCNA takes no 

position on the wearing of head coverings because there are good arguments for both positions.  This passage 
falls into the unclear passages that should be interpreted by clearer passages according WCF 1.9.  One 
explanation of these 3 verses is that Paul asks a rhetorical question in verse 13, and Paul does not positively 
give permission for women are to pray aloud in public worship here or in any other of his letters. 

o 1 Corinthians 14:26-40 is a very difficult passage, and it is used to argue both sides of the issue.  .  First, 
verse 40 gives a clear command that all things should be done decently and in order.  In verse 33, Paul wrote 
that God is a God of peace not confusion, and this verse supports the main thrust of Paul’s concern in 1 Cor 
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14.  The new DoPW quotes verse 40 as a governing principle for how worship should be conducted.  Second, 
the thrust of 1 Cor 14 is the governing of the charismatic gifts, which does not apply directly to our worship 
because the extraordinary gifts of tongues and prophecy have ceased. 
 

• Preliminary Conclusion:  The OT and NT do not give command or example for the sort of public prayer, which is 
lead by whoever is moved in the moment to pray.  Instead the OT and NT show two types of public prayer.  The 
primary type of public prayer is lead by a leader of the Church – either the prophet, priest or king of Israel or the 
associated officers of apostles or elders in the NT Church.  There is also warrant of unison prayer, wherein the 
congregation prays the Lord’s Prayer. 

 
Conclusion:  RPCNA Constitution states that public prayer is to be led by an elder (either teaching or ruling elder). 
 
• RPCNA Constitution from 2004, Directory for the Worship of God chapter 2, paragraph 5 read, “Prayer is an 

ordinance of public worship in which ordinarily one person leads the worshipers and speaks for them to God. It is 
to be offered in the name of Christ, with the utmost reverence in thought, language and manner, and with that deep 
humility which becomes sinners in approaching the presence of the Holy God.”  The ordinary practice of the RPCNA 
was that one person leads in public prayer.  The old Consitution seemed to permit prayer led by multiple people under 
extraordinary circumstances only; therefore, the old pattern for public prayer was for one individual to lead in prayer.  
When the Directory for the Worship of God is considered in light of the whole Constitution, the one person to pray in 
public worship was the ruling elder/teaching elder. 

 
• RPCNA Constitution from 2010, Directory For Public Worship chapter 2, paragraph 11 reads, “Prayer is an 

element of public worship in which the saints draw near to the throne of grace. Prayer is to be offered boldly in the 
name of Jesus Christ, with the utmost reverence in thought, language, and manner, with the deep humility appropriate 
to forgiven sinners approaching the presence of the Holy God, and with the joy of children accepted by a loving 
father. Although led by an elder, it becomes the prayer of the whole assembly as the Lord’s people participate by 
giving earnest attention to the content of the prayer and adding, by an audible or inaudible “Amen,” their 
enthusiastic concurrence with its petitions. ”  The new Constitution does not change the position on public worship.  
Rather, it clarified the nature of public prayer to be lead by either the ruling or teaching elder. 

 
Thoughts for Consideration:   
 
• When someone leads in public prayer, he prays on behalf of the whole congregation.  We recognize that in a prayer 

meeting we pray each prayer even though others may be speaking.  When the elder leads in public prayer, the 
congregation should also pray along and give their assent with an Amen. 
 

• What about the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers?  The priesthood of all believers should not be placed 
in opposition to the divinely instituted offices of the Church.  We should also remember that the priesthood of all 
believers is as old as Israel itself.  See Exodus 19:6.  When Peter spoke about the priesthood of all believers in 1 Peter 
2, he was not speaking about every individual believer’s work in public worship.  The spiritual sacrifices in verse 5 
speak about obedience to God’s Word and the moral lives of Christians in our everyday lives according to v8, vv1-3, 
and vv11-25.  Certainly, the elder is not a priest through whom the congregation prays.  Rather, when the elder leads 
the congregation in public prayer, he prays along with and on behalf of the whole congregation.  Instead of 
demanding that we have the right to lead in public prayer, we should apply the sober warning of the public ministry of 
teaching to the public ministry of prayer according to James 3:1-5. 
 

• So, if public prayer should be opened to whomever feels led in the moment to pray, we must find Biblical warrant 
for this practice, and the explanation must be accepted by the Church as valid.  The weight of Scripture indicates that 
public prayer is only to be led by men, who are qualified by calling for the work of public prayer.  Throughout the 
Scripture, the leaders of Israel and the Church are shown leading in prayer.  The pattern for public prayer is that the 
congregation prays along with the leader and gives their assent to the prayer with an Amen.  There is no warrant in 
Scripture that the sort of open prayer, which we practice in a prayer meeting, may be practiced in public worship. 


