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Abstract:  The place of Jesus in earliest Christian prayer is multi–faceted, significant, 

and without precedent or analogy in second–temple Jewish tradition.  Jesus functions 

as heavenly intercessor and advocate (praying for believers), teacher and role model 

of prayer, recipient of prayer–appeals and cultic invocation, and as the one through 

whom valid prayer is made to God.  Indeed, Jesus’ unique status as God’s Son serves 

as the basis for, and frame within which, early believers addressed God as “Father,” 

giving to their prayer a distinctive character.  Moreover, the place of Jesus in early 

Christian prayer was an important factor in the early emergence of a distinctive 

Christian identity. 

 

 

The place of Jesus in earliest Christian prayer–practice is multi–faceted, profound, 

and without true precedent or analogy in the religious setting in which it emerged 

(second–temple Jewish tradition).  Indeed, the integral place of Jesus in the praying of 

earliest Christians gives it the character of a novel development of profound 

significance.  Moreover, we see this multi–faceted place of Jesus in early Christian 

prayer already presupposed in our earliest texts, the letters of Paul.  So this 

development was quite early and rapid, which makes it all the more interesting and 

intriguing.  Also, as we will see in the following discussion, this distinctive “shape” of 

Christian prayer (typically offered “through” Jesus and/or in Jesus’ name) was an 

important feature contributing to the distinctive religious identity of early Christianity. 

 In what follows, I review the several ways in which Jesus features in early 

Christian beliefs about, and practice of, prayer.  We begin by noting the emphasis on 

the resurrected/exalted Jesus as heavenly intercessor and advocate of believers, which 

is presented in the NT as giving a special basis and confidence on which believers can 

offer their prayers.  We then turn to references to the earthly Jesus as teacher and 

role–model of Christian praying/prayer, which served further to give a distinctive 

shaping to believers’ praying (or at least to their view of their praying).  Next, we 

examine instances where the exalted Jesus is himself sometimes the recipient of 

prayers, which certainly constitutes a distinctive feature of early Christianity, 

especially given the Jewish “monotheistic” matrix within which it first developed.  

Finally, we consider how Jesus functioned as a distinctive basis for prayer to God by 

believers, this often expressed by references to prayer as offered “through” Jesus or in 
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Jesus’ name.  Thus, both individually and, even more so, collectively, these ways in 

which Jesus functioned in earliest Christian prayer gave it a distinctiveness, this 

contributing substantially to the emerging distinctive identity of the religious 

movement that became “Christianity”. 

 

Jesus as Intercessor/Advocate 

It is well known that one of the emphases of the epistle to the Hebrews is Jesus’ status 

as heavenly and true high priest (e.g., 2:14–18; 4:14–5:10; 7:15–8:7; 9:11–22; 10:11–

14), and I return to this matter later in this discussion.  But, though elaborated 

distinctively in Hebrews, the idea that the exalted Jesus acts as heavenly intercessor 

for believers is reflected as early as the famous passage in Paul’s epistle to the 

Romans (ὃς καὶ ἐντυγχάνει ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν, 8:34).
1
  Here, Jesus’ death, resurrection 

and high position “at the right hand of God” collectively underscore the efficacy of 

his intercession, which means that any condemnation of believers from any other 

quarter is futile.  This suggests that Jesus’ intercession relates particularly to the 

establishing of believers as acceptable before God.  That Paul here refers to Jesus’ 

intercessory role so briefly and in such compressed phrasing suggests that he was not 

introducing the idea, but instead presumed an acquaintance with it among his intended 

readers.  Moreover, that this epistle was sent to a church that Paul had not founded 

suggests that belief in Jesus’ heavenly intercession circulated across various early 

Christian circles.
2
  The term used here, ἐντυγχάνω, could designate 

petitioning/appealing to rulers and in religious discourse prayers on behalf of others.
3
 

 We have another indication of this in the reference to Jesus as believers’ 

“advocate” with/before God in 1 John 2:1 (παράκλητον ἒχομεν πρὸς τὸν πατέρα 

Ἰησοῦν Χριστόν δίκαιον).  Here, the author uses a term found in the NT elsewhere 

exclusively in the GJohn (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:1), where it functions as a kind of title 

for the Holy Spirit, “the Advocate”.
4
  In 1 John 2:1, however, the term is not really a 

                                                 
1
 See, e.g., Robert Jewett, Romans (Hermeneia Commentaries; Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2007), 

541–43. 
2
 H. Balz, “εντυγχανω,” EDNT 1:461–62 refers to “pre–Pauline tradition” in the reference to Jesus as 

interceding in Rom 8:34 (citing others who take the same view).  It might be more accurate simply to 

say that the idea was not restricted to Pauline circles.  Given the early date of Paul’s “conversion”, 

there was precious little time for “pre–Pauline tradition” to develop! 
3
 See examples cited in MM 219. 

4
 The four uses in GJohn all have the definite article, ὁ παράκλητος, which makes it a title.  Among 

key studies, Otto Betz, Der Paraklet.  Fürsprecher im häretischen Spätjudentum, im Johannes–
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christological title, but instead portrays Jesus’ function as advocate before God on 

behalf of believers.  In the immediate context (v. 2), Jesus is also referred to as the 

“expiation/atonement” (ἱλασμός) for the sins of believers and the whole world, this 

latter word applied to him also in 4:10, reinforcing the focus on Jesus’ 

advocacy/intercession as concerned with the sins of believers.
5
   

 In John 14:16, Jesus promises to ask (ἐρωτάω) “the Father” to give the 

disciples “another advocate” (the Spirit), and in 17:1–26 we have the famous “high 

priestly prayer” of Jesus for his followers (ἐρωτάω used several times in vv. 9, 15, 

20).  This uniquely Johannine composition has the earthly Jesus dramatically 

prefigured in the intercessory role in heaven reflected in the other texts. 

 Returning to Paul’s reference in Romans 8 to Jesus interceding, it is 

interesting that earlier in the same chapter he also refers to the Spirit as interceding for 

believers (8:26, ὑπερεντυγχάνει), leading one to wonder how he saw the relationship 

of the intercessory roles of Jesus and the Spirit.  But this may simply reflect Paul’s 

close linkage of the Spirit and the risen Jesus.
6
  In any case, the genuine intercession 

of both seems to figure in Paul’s beliefs.
7
 

 But there is a difference in the specific nature of the intercessions of each.  

Paul refers to the Spirit’s intercession as somehow assisting believers in their own 

efforts to pray, apparently compensating for the limited ability of believers to “know 

how to pray as we ought” (Rom 8:26).  By contrast, as noted earlier, Jesus’ 

intercession in Romans 8:34 seems concerned with justifying or defending believers 

before God against possible accusation.  It is not entirely clear whether this is an 

action which Paul understands as happening in the present or set in the eschatological 

judgement.  The latter option finds some plausibility in the Synoptic references to 

Jesus either acknowledging or denying people before God, actions which appear to be 

set in a scene of future reckoning (Mark 8:38/Matt 10:34).  On the other hand, the 

                                                                                                                                            
Evangelium und in neu gefundenen gnostischen Scriften, AGJU, 2 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1963); Raymond 

E. Brown, “The Paraclete in the Fourth Gospel,” NTS 13 (1966–1967): 113–32; George Johnston, The 

Spirit–Paraclete in the Gospel of John, SNTSMS, 12 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970). 
5
 Note also Paul’s reference to Jesus with a related word, ιλαστηριον, and the reference to “the mercy 

seat” (τὸ ἱλαστήριον) in Hebrews 9:5.  See, e.g., J. Roloff, “ιλαστηριον,” EDNT 2:185–86. 
6
 E.g., in Rom 8:9 the Spirit of God and the Spirit of Christ seem to be the same entity, in 8:15–16 the 

“spirit of sonship” is God’s Spirit that bestows a filial status likened to Jesus’, and in Gal 4:4–6 “the 

Spirit of his Son” is obviously God’s Spirit. 
7
 Cf. Paul’s reference to Elijah interceding with God “against Israel” (ἐντυγχάνει τῷ θεῷ κατὰ τοῦ 
Ἰσραήλ, Rom 11:2). 
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present tense of the verbs in Romans 8:34 may suggest that Paul refers here to Jesus 

as currently interceding for believers. 

 To judge from a text such as Hebrews 4:14–16 and 7:25 (which explicitly cite 

Jesus as priestly intercessor), Jesus’ priestly role served as a basis for confidence in 

prayer.  In 4:14–16, the author encourages readers to “approach the throne of grace 

with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in the time of 

need” (v. 16), and in 7:25 Jesus’ exaltation to a permanent priestly role means that he 

is “able for all time to save those who approach God through him, since he always 

lives to make intercession for them.”  The verb translated “approach” (προσέρχομαι) 

in these texts seems definitely to carry a cultic/liturgical sense, i.e., approaching God 

in prayer/worship, as also in Hebrews 10:22.
8  So earliest Christians saw Jesus’ 

heavenly intercession as involving his petitions on the behalf of believers and also as 

authenticating and in some sense validating uniquely their own prayer-petitions, 

giving believers a distinguishing basis for confidence in prayer, indeed, giving early 

Christian prayer-practice a distinctive and identifying character.
9
 

  

Jesus as Prayer Teacher and Role Model 

In early Christian tradition, Jesus also functioned as an example of prayer and as the 

key teacher of prayer.
10

  All four Gospels have references to Jesus praying as well as 

encouraging and instructing in prayer, although there are interesting variations among 

them in emphases and even vocabulary.   

 GMatthew includes distinctive material in which Jesus teaches his disciples 

not to pray for public display as do the “hypocrites” or with long prayers as do 

Gentiles, but instead to address God in private and with a direct simplicity (Matt 6:5–

8, a similar criticism against scribes in Mark 12:40).  The Matthean version of the 

Lord’s Prayer immediately follows, which obviously functions here as the model for 

the kind of direct, simple and confident prayer advocated (6:9–13).
11

   

                                                 
8
 I thank Ole Jakob Anfindsen for pointing to these texts in the discussion of an earlier draft of this 

paper and in an email subsequently. 
9
 Cf. ancient Jewish traditions of Moses as intercessor, both during his lifetime and after his death  

(e.g., Jub. 1:19; 4Q378 frags. 3, 26; As.Mos. 11:17–19; 12:6–8; and frequently in rabbinic literature, 

e.g., Rab. Num., Hukkat 19.33). 
10

 Among other discussions of this, J. D. G. Dunn, “Prayer,” DJG 617–25. 
11

 Because the prayer is portrayed as given for Jesus’ followers to use, it could more accurately be 

called “the Disciples’ Prayer”. 
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 In contrast, note the setting of the Lord’s Prayer in GLuke (11:1), which 

portrays Jesus at prayer himself, and then asked by his disciples to teach them to pray.  

In Luke’s account, thus, Jesus not only teaches a prayer but is pictured as himself 

modelling prayerfulness for the disciples and readers.   Moreover, in this passage the 

disciples’ comparison to John the Baptizer instructing his disciples about prayer tends 

to underscore the distinguishing and identifying function of the Lord’s Prayer as given 

distinctively to Jesus’ followers.  As Dunn observed, “Luke presents the prayer 

precisely as a badge which was designed to mark out the disciples of Jesus from those 

of John the Baptist.”
12

 

 Dunn also judged the Lord’s Prayer “the single most important part of Jesus’ 

teaching on prayer and the most characteristic prayer of Christians from then on . . .”
13

  

Certainly, to judge from its subsequent place in Christian tradition, the Lord’s Prayer 

has been the single most influential expression of Jesus as teacher of prayer.  That 

variant forms of the prayer appear already in GMatthew and GLuke shows that the 

tradition of Jesus teaching such a prayer circulated and was affirmed in various early 

Christian circles, the variations in the prayer reflecting its adaptation for actual usage.  

This function of the Lord’s Prayer as identifying Christians is further confirmed in its 

appearance in the Didache 8:2–3 (in a form almost identical to that in GMattthew), 

where it is specifically indicated as the distinguishing form of Christian prayer, which 

“the Lord commanded” (ἐκέλευσεν ὁ κύριος).14
 

 In some other Synoptic passages, Jesus urges faith in settings that suggest a 

connection to prayer.  These include the account of Jesus healing the epileptic child 

(Mark 9:22–23, 29; cf. Matt 17:19–20; Luke 17:6), and the discussion following the 

withering of the fig tree (Mark 11:20–25; Matt 21:20–22).  There is also a parable 

unique to the GLuke, which the author presents as intended to promote persistence in 

prayer (18:1–8).  A similar encouragement to confidence and persistence in prayer 

appears in Luke 11:5–13, which includes the parable of the “Friend at Midnight” (vv. 

5–8) unique to GLuke, the remainder of this passage, Jesus’ exhortations to confident 

prayer, paralleled in Matthew 7:7–11. 

                                                 
12

 Dunn, “Prayer,” 620. 
13

 Ibid., 619. 
14

 The body scholarly literature on the Lord’s Prayer is considerable.  E.g., some 280 items on it listed 

in The Lord’s Prayer and Other Prayer Texts from the Greco–Roman Era, eds. James H. Charlesworth, 

with Mark Harding and Mark Kiley (Valley Forge:  Trinity Press International, 1994), 186–201, and 

the flow certainly has continued undiminished beyond that list. 
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 But in comparison with these Gospels passages where Jesus teaches about or 

urges prayer, there are considerably more where Jesus is pictured as himself praying, 

a few of these already noted.  Both GMark and GMatthew have Jesus sending off his 

disciples in a boat and then going off alone to pray (Mark 6:46; Matt 14:23).  In Mark 

1:35 also, Jesus is pictured as arising early and going off for private prayer.  

Moreover, all three Synoptics have references to Jesus praying in Gethsemane before 

his arrest (Mark 14:32, 35, 39; Matt 26:36, 39, 42, 44; Luke 22:41, 44, 45), and the 

interweaving of exhortations to his disciples to pray in the same accounts (Mark 

14:38; Matt 26:41; Luke 22:41, 46) rather clearly presents Jesus’ prayers as in some 

sense the positive model over against the sleepy disciples.   

 The usage of “Abba” in the Markan Gethsemane prayer (14:36) is interesting 

and has drawn a number of proposals as to why it is there.
15

  This Aramaic word 

appears elsewhere in the NT only in Galatians 4:6 and Romans 8:15, both of these 

latter texts referring to the early Christian (corporate?) prayer–practice of addressing 

God as “Father”.
16

  Paul’s use of the Aramaic term in these texts seems to reflect an 

effort to link verbally the prayer–practices of his Greek–speaking congregations and 

Aramaic–speaking (Jewish) believers (in Roman Judea), as is also likely reflected in 

his use of “Maranatha” in 1 Corinthians 16:22.  It has often been judged that this 

liturgical use of “Abba” in Aramaic–speaking circles is, in turn, best explained by 

positing Jesus’ distinctive use of this term in prayer, which then became a 

distinguishing mark of prayer among his followers.
17

 

 For the present discussion, however, the more relevant question is what 

particular point there was in the inclusion of “Abba” in the Markan narrative of Jesus’ 

                                                 
15

 See, e.g., the options reviewed by Adela Yarbro Collins, Mark:  Hermeneia (Minneapolis:  Fortress 

Press, 2007), 678–79. 
16

 See now Martin Hengel, “Abba, Maranatha, Hosanna und die Anfänge der Christologie,” in Studien 

zur Christologie, Kleine Schriften IV (WUNT 201; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 496–534, esp. 

496–512.  The first–person–plural form of the verb in Rom 8:15 (κραζομεν) may suggest a corporate 

action, as also perhaps the plural “our hearts” in Gal 4:6.  A number of exegetes have suggested that 

Paul alluded to the corporate use of the Lord’s Prayer, as noted by Jewett, Romans, 499.  The most 

extended discussion of the various questions about “Abba” is by W. Marchel, Abba, Père! La prière du 

Christ et des chrétiens. Étude exégétique sur les origines et la signification de l’invocation à la divinité 

comme père, avant et dans le Nouveau Testament, Analecta Biblica 19 (Rome: Pontifical Institute 

Press, 1963).  He discusses the liturgical practice referred to by Paul, 188–91.  
17

 E.g., H. W. Kuhn, “αββα,” EDNT 1:1–2; O. Hofius, “Father,” NIDNTT 1:614–15 (614–21).  There 

is no example of second–temple era Jewish prayer in which God is addressed as “Abba”.  Marchel 

(Abba, Père!, 181–86) reviewed proposals for the origin of the early Christian practice of invoking God 

as “Abba”, arguing that Jesus taught his followers to use the term.  But on some matters Marchel’s 

tendency for maximalist theological claims (which sometimes involve reading NT texts through the 

lens of later theological formulations) intrudes into what should be a more controlled historical study. 
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Gethsemane prayer, a question underscored by the absence of the term from the 

parallel narratives in the other Gospels.  Clearly, in each of the Gospels there was a 

choice of how to represent Jesus at prayer.  If, as seems likely, Mark’s Greek–

speaking readers were expected to recognize the term from its use in liturgical 

practice, then for them one effect of the appearance of “Abba” in the Gethsemane 

narrative would have been to align their use with Jesus’ prayer here.  Indeed, they 

were likely intended to see Jesus’ use of this form of prayer-address as the basis for 

their own.  Moreover, given Paul’s references to the use of “Abba, Father” by 

believers as indicative of their intimate filial relationship with God, perhaps Mark 

intended to emphasize Jesus’ intimate filial status as the context in which to read the 

poignant scene of Jesus’ Gethsemane prayer. 

 In comparison with the other Gospels, however, the GLuke has a particular 

emphasis on Jesus praying, a crucial component in the wider treatment of prayer in 

Luke–Acts.
18

  In addition to texts already noted, the Lukan account of Jesus’ baptism 

distinctively has him praying (3:21).  Likewise, the Lukan version of the scene where 

Jesus asks his disciples what people make of him opens distinctively with Jesus 

“praying alone” (9:18), and similarly GLuke uniquely has Jesus at prayer in the 

transfiguration episode (9:28–29).  As well, Luke 5:16 portrays Jesus as repeatedly 

withdrawing from the crowds for prayer, and in 6:12 before choosing the Twelve he 

spends the night in prayer, both of these statements unique to GLuke.
19

   

 In addition, GLuke conveys several prayers ascribed to Jesus (more than in the 

other Gospels), all these likely intended to have inspirational and didactic force.  In 

Luke 10:21–23, we have the “Q” text (parallel in Matt 11:25–27) where Jesus thanks 

God for the revelations to “infants”, those whom the Son of Man has chosen for 

revelation of “the Father” and “the Son”.  Uniquely in Luke 22:32, Jesus assures 

Simon Peter that he has prayed (ἐδεήθην) for Simon that his faith should not fail.  In 

the Lukan Gethsemane scene, we have a version of Jesus’ prayer corresponding to the 

Synoptic parallels (Mark 14:36; Matt 26:39), “Father, if you will it, let this cup pass 

                                                 
18

 See Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke, I–IX (Anchor Bible; Garden City:  

Doubleday, 1981), 244–47, for discussion of the Luke–Acts emphasis on prayer.  Craig A. Evans, 

Luke:  New International Commentary (Peabody, MA:  Hendrickson, 1990), 91, notes the distinctive 

number of references to Jesus praying in Luke.  See also David Crump, Jesus as Intercessor: Prayer 

and Christology in Luke–Acts, WUNT 2/49 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1992). 
19

 In Luke 5:16, the imperfect, ἦν ὑποχωρῶν . . . καὶ προσευχόμενος, and the plural ἐν ταῖς 
ἐρήμοις combine to suggest a repeated practice. 
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from me.”
20

  But, in the crucifixion scene, whereas the other Synoptics simply have 

Jesus utter a loud cry (which they do not specify), in the Lukan parallel (23:46) Jesus 

addresses God in a final prayer, “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit,” with 

wording drawn from Psalm 31:5.  In comparison with the attribution of words from 

Psalm 22:1 in GMark (15:34) and GMatthew (27:46), GLuke here likewise has Jesus 

die with the words of a Psalm upon his lips, but it is a more positive–sounding final 

prayer and likely intended to model a pious death.
21

 

 In GJohn also Jesus both prays and teaches his disciples to pray.  But the 

author prefers a different vocabulary, curiously never using προσευχή or 

προσεύχομαι.22
  The Johannine account of Jesus feeding the five thousand (6:5–13) 

refers to Jesus as giving thanks before distributing the bread (εὐχαριστήσας, v. 11), 

this note echoed in the subsequent scene where the crowd follow Jesus 

(εὐχαριστήσαντος τοῦ κυρίου, v. 23).  By contrast, the Synoptic accounts of this 

feeding have Jesus “bless” (God), using a Jewish term for prayer at a meal 

(εὐλόγησεν, Mark 6:41; Matt 14:19; Luke 9:16).  In their distinctive accounts of the 

feeding of the four thousand, however, GMark and GMatthew use εὐχαριστέω (Mark 

8:6; Matt 15:36).  It is also interesting that in the Lukan last supper account, Jesus 

“gave thanks” over the bread and cup (εὐχαριστήσας, 22:17, 19), whereas in the 

Synoptic parallels Jesus pronounced a blessing over the bread (εὐλογήσας, Mark 

14:22; Matt 26:26) and “gave thanks” over the cup (εὐχαριστήσας, Mark 14:23; 

Matt 26:27).  In both of these Lukan meal scenes the author seems consistently to 

have preferred the verb that struck a closer association with the Christian sacred meal, 

thereby presenting Jesus’ actions as prefiguring the latter.  The Johannine preference 

                                                 
20

 I omit here discussion of Luke 22:43–44, the well–known “bloody sweat” variant reading.  Despite 

the recent defence of these verses as authentic to GLuke, I suspect that they are a subsequent (albeit 

ancient) interpolation.  Cf. Claire Clivaz, L’ange et la sueur de sang (Lc 22,43–44):  ou comment on 

pourrait bien encore ècrire l’histoire (Leuven: Peeters, 2010). 
21

 As frequently noted, the account of Stephen’s death in Acts 7:59–60 likely has intentional echoes of 

the Lukan account of Jesus’ death.  Note particularly Stephen’s prayer, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” 

(v. 59), and the description of his final appeal as made with “a loud voice” (φωνη μεγαλη, v. 60).  

These strengthen the suggestion that the author intended Jesus’ dying prayer as inspirational for 

believers. 
22

 Similar to their LXX usage, in the NT προσευχη and προσευχομαι are used exclusively with 

reference to “prayer/pray”, προσευχη sometimes designating a place of prayer (Acts 16:13, 16).  For 

further discussion of the terms in the NT and ample bibliography, see H. Balz, “προσευχη, 
προσευχομαι,” EDNT 3:164–69.  This contrasts with the usage of other terms such as αιτεω and 

ερωταω, which can refer to requests made to other humans. 
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for εὐχαριστέω in the feeding account (and the somewhat less consistent use of the 

term in GMatthew and GMark) also likely had the same purpose. 

 In Johannine passages where Jesus encourages his disciples to pray, however, 

the author prefers αἰτέω.  These include the distinctively Johannine statements in 

which Jesus invites his disciples to ask/pray “in my name,” in a few cases to Jesus 

(14:13–14), but in others to “the Father” (15:16; 16:23–24, 26).  In addition, Jesus 

assures his disciples in 15:7, “if you remain in me [μείνητε ἐν ἐμοὶ] and my words 

remain in you, whatever you ask [αἰτήσασθε] will be done for you.”  These 

references to prayer set in a relationship to Jesus and in Jesus’ name clearly make him 

integral to prayer, and ascribe to him a particular efficacy that can be invoked by 

believers in their prayers.  To judge from other NT texts in which direct invocation of 

Jesus’ name is attested (e.g., Acts 2:38; 3:6; 4:10; 10:48; 16:18; 1 Cor 5:4; 6:11), 

these Johannine statements likely reflect the specific practice of overtly invoking 

Jesus’ mediatorial efficacy in early Christian prayers, a matter to which I return later 

in this discussion.  This also certainly constitutes a distinctive prayer–practice that 

marks off Christian believers.
23

 

  Other passages in GJohn portray Jesus himself praying, but in these 

statements the author prefers the verb ἐρωτάω (14:16; 16:26; 17:9, 15, 20).
24

  In a 

couple of cases, however, the author simply has Jesus speak (εῖπεν) to the “Father” 

(11:41–42; 17:1). Additionally, in both of these latter instances there is the visual 

detail of Jesus lifting his eyes toward the heavens, an action similarly ascribed to him 

in his prayer in the feeding account in Matthew 14:19/Mark 6:41/Luke 9:16 (cf. also 

                                                 
23

 As Hamman observed, this is not the same as the ancient Jewish notion of “the merits of the fathers” 

behind the prayers of devout Jews.  Instead, “Elle s’appuie sur la médiation du Christ et sur son rôle 

d’intercesseur qu’il assume à partir du moment où il est glorifié”:  Adalbert Hamman, La prière I. Le 

Nouveau Testament (Tournai: Desclée and Co., 1959), 407.  On the use of Jesus’ name, see Wilhelm 

Heitmüller, “Im Namen Jesu”:  Eine sprach–und–religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung zum Neuen 

Testament, speziell zur altchristlichen Taufe, FRLANT 1/2 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

1903); Lars Hartman, ‘Into the Name of the Lord Jesus’:  Baptism in the Early Church (Edinburgh: T. 

& T. Clark, 1997); Adelheid Ruck-Schröder, Der Name Gottes und der Name Jesu:  Eine 

neutestamentliche Studie, WMANT 80 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener–Verlag, 1999); William Q. 

Parkinson, “‘In the Name of Jesus’:  The Ritual Use and Christological Significance of the Name of 

Jesus in Early Christianity” (PhD, University of Edinburgh, 2003).  On the emphasis on Jesus’ name in 

GJohn, see Franz Georg Untergassmair, Im Namen Jesu––Der Namensbegriff im Johannesevangelium:  

Eine exegetisch–religionsgeschichtliche Studie zu den johanneischen Namenaussagen (Stuttgart: 

Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1974). 
24

 Neither ἐρωτάω (63x) nor the compound form ἐπερωτάω (56x) designates address/prayer to God 

elsewhere in the NT, except for the uses of ἐρωτάω in 1 John 5:16 and ἐπερωτάω in Rom 10:20 (in a 

quotation from LXX Isa 65:1. 
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7:34), all these instances perhaps intended to make somewhat more vivid the 

representation of Jesus praying.
25

   

 In what is sometimes called the “high priestly prayer” in John 17, we have the 

most extended passage purporting to convey a prayer of Jesus.  As commonly judged 

by scholars, I take it as essentially the author’s composition, and so more indicative of 

his religious convictions than directly expressive of Jesus’ own piety.  So, the length 

and placement of this prayer indicates how important the idea of Jesus praying and the 

content of the prayer were for the author.  In this text, Jesus intercedes on behalf of 

his followers, and they explicitly include Jesus’ both original disciples and “all those 

who will believe” subsequently through their testimony (v. 20).  This passage 

dramatically reflects the conviction we have already noted that the exalted Jesus 

intercedes for believers in heaven, Jesus portrayed here as anticipating his 

glorification (17:1–5) and also this intercessory role.   

 Moreover, the specific petitions in this prayer were certainly intended as 

meaningful for readers, and may have served to project the sort of intercessions that 

the glorified Jesus makes for believers.  The repeated concern that believers be 

protected and kept firm in their faith (vv. 11–18) would have been encouraging, 

perhaps particularly in the early settings of opposition to Christians.  The petitions for 

unity among Jesus’ followers (vv. 20–23) and for their perception of Jesus’ “glory” 

and unique relationship with God (vv. 24–26) were also likely intended as inspiring 

and instructive for the readers. 

 We get another reference to Jesus in prayer in Hebrews 5:7–10.  Here, Jesus is 

portrayed as having “offered up prayers [δεήσεις] and supplications [ἱκετηρίας], with 

loud cries and tears to the one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard 

because of his reverent submission [ἀπὸ τῆς εὐλαβείας].”  As Attridge concluded, 

the author here likely pictures Jesus in terms of “the traditional image of a righteous 

person at prayer,” and alludes to Jesus’ resurrection and exaltation as the positive 

answer to his prayers.
26

  In v. 8, Jesus is said to have “learned obedience through what 

he suffered,” meaning that in his sufferings Jesus came to learn experientially what 

                                                 
25

 In 11:41, ῆρεν τοὺς ὀφθαλμούς, and in 17:1, ἐπάρας τοῦς ὀφθαλμούς αὐτοῦ.  The Synoptic texts 

use the verb ἀναβλέπω, meaning here “to look upward”, which is much more frequently used in the 

NT to mean recovery of sight (e.g., Matt 11:5; 20:34; Mark 10:51–52; Luke 7:22; 18:41–43; John 

9:11–18; Acts 9:12, 17–18).  A similar prayer gesture is mentioned in Jewish texts, e.g., 1 Esd. 4:58; 4 

Macc. 6:26. 
26

 Harold W. Attridge, The Epistle to the Hebrews (Hermeneia Commentaries; Philadelphia:  Fortress 

Press, 1989), 151, 150.  
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human obedience to God entailed.  Thereby “perfected” [τελειωθεὶς] for his role as 

high priest for believers, Jesus is now “the source [αἲτιος] of [their] eternal salvation” 

(v. 9).  Though the emphasis in the passage is on Jesus as truly partaking of the 

human condition, and so the more able to be a perfect high priest for believers, the 

reference in v. 7 to his “prayers and supplications” surely also presented him as an 

inspiring model for believers who likewise cry out to God in their own sufferings.
27

   

 This presentation of Jesus as inspiring role–model of piety is reflected again in 

Hebrews 12:1–3, where he is designated “the pioneer and perfector [ἀρχηγὸν καὶ 

τελειωτὴν] of our faith.”  Though prayer is not specifically mentioned here, Jesus is 

clearly the path–finder and paradigm for believers in all aspects of their own spiritual 

lives.  As Attridge noted, the “faith” inaugurated and perfected by Jesus here is not 

belief in doctrines but instead “the fidelity and trust that he himself exhibited . . . and 

that his followers are called upon to share.”
28

 

  

Jesus as Recipient of Prayers 

As we should expect of authors influenced by the Jewish religious matrix of the 

earliest Christian circles, in the NT prayer is typically described as offered to God 

(“the Father”); but in some noteworthy cases Jesus is the recipient or co–recipient of 

prayers.  Indeed, some texts refer to believers quite simply as those who invoke (“call 

upon”) Jesus, which reflects a programmatic place of this devotional action (a matter 

to which we return later).  The early date of the evidence for invocation and prayer–

appeals to Jesus makes the phenomena all the more remarkable.  There are earlier 

studies that are still valuable, along with the more recent scholarly interest shown in 

these matters.
29

  Available space here requires some conciseness and a focus on most 

relevant issues. 

                                                 
27

 Cf. Karl–Heinrich Ostmeyer, Kommunikation mit Gott und Christus:  Sprache und Theologie des 

Gebetes im Neuen Tesetament (WUNT 197; Tübingen:  Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 163, “Das Beten Jesu 

fungiert nicht als Vorbild für die Glaübigen.”  
28

 Ibid., 356. 
29

 Specifically on prayers to, and invocation of, Jesus in early Christianity, the following key works:  

Aleksy Klawek, Das Gebet zu Jesus. Seine Berechtigung und Übung nach den Schriften des Neuen 

Testaments:  Eine biblisch–theologische Studie, Neutestamentliche Abhandlungen, no. 6/5 (Münster: 

Aschendorffschen Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1921); Franz Joseph Dölger, Sol Salutis:  Gebet und Gesang 

im christlichichen Altertum (3
rd

 ed; Münster:  Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1972; orig. ed., 

1920); Joseph Jungmann, Die Stellung Christi im liturgischen Gebet  (lst ed.; Münster:  Aschendorff, 

1925; 2nd rev. ed., 1962); Johannes Horst, Proskynein:  Zur Anbetung im Urchristentum nach ihrer 

religionsgeschichtlichen Eigenart (Gütersloh:  Bertelsmann Verlag, 1932), esp. 185–94; Hamman, La 

Prière, esp. 264–90; and now Ostmeyer, Kommunikation. 
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 If we consider the evidence in terms of the dating of the texts in which it 

appears, we may begin with 1 Thessalonians 3:11–13, which records one of a number 

of what we may call “wish–prayers” (referred to by Fee as “benedictory” prayers) 

nearly all of which use optative verb forms.
30

  In this particular text, initially God and 

Jesus are invoked together (v. 11, NB: in the optative-singular verb, κατευθύναι) to 

enable Paul to re–visit the Thessalonians.  The inclusion of Jesus here is in itself 

remarkable enough.  But then, in his next statement Paul appeals to “the Lord” solely 

(who must be Jesus here) to make the Thessalonians abound in love for all and to 

establish their hearts blameless in holiness “before God our Father at the appearance 

of our Lord Jesus with all his saints” (vv. 12–13).  Alleging “a tendency on the part of 

some to play down the role of Christ in prayer,” Fee pointed to this text and related 

passages as indicating that Paul addressed prayer to God and to Jesus “sometimes to 

both together and sometimes to either alone.”
31

  As observed by Zerwick, in this text 

“undoubtedly Jesus is presented as in intimate association with God the Father, in 

unity of action, and as one to whom prayer may be addressed.”
32

 

 That the passage really does reflect an idiom indicative of prayer is 

corroborated by other passages where Paul employs the same or a very similar 

construction in what are likewise fairly obviously prayer statements.  In 1 

Thessalonians 5:23–24, he invokes “the God of peace” to sanctify the believers 

wholly for the future appearance of Jesus, and in Romans 15:5–6 he implores “the 

God of patience and encouragement” to promote harmony among readers so that they 

may “with one voice [στοματι] glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”   

 Moreover, in 2 Thessalonians 2:16–17 we have another text where God and 

Jesus are jointly invoked, only in this case in the reverse order, to comfort/encourage 

[παρακαλέσαι] believers and to confirm them “in every good work and word.”  In 

3:5 and 3:16, the optative-verb appeals are to “the Lord” (ὁ κύριος) alone, who in 

both cases is almost certainly Jesus.  Whatever the authorship of this epistle, it 

                                                 
30

 Gordon D. Fee, Pauline Christology (Peabody, MA:  Hendrickson, 2007), 494.  Ostmeyer 

(Kommunkiation, 138–39) calls them “Gebetsoptative” and “Segensoptative”.  In addition to 1 Thess 

3:11–13, other Pauline examples include 1 Thess 5:23–24; Rom 15:5–6, 13; 2 Thess 2:16–17; 3:5, 16.  

Note also the verbless example in Rom 15:33.  Cf. also 1 Tim 1:16, 18; 2:25; 4:16; Heb 13:20–21; 1 

Pet 1:2; 2 Pet 1:2; Jude 2.  Burton listed thirty–five instance of “the Optative of Wishing” in the NT:  

Ernest De Witt Burton, Syntax of the Moods and Tenses in New Testament Greek (Edinburgh:  T&T 

Clark, 1955), 79, judging that it “most frequently expresses a prayer.”  
31

 Fee, Pauline Christology, 494. 
32

 Max Zerwick and Mary Grovenor, A Grammatical Analysis of the Greek New Testament (5
th

 rev ed.; 

Roma:  Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1996), 617. 
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certainly further indicates that Jesus frequently featured as recipient and co–recipient 

of prayer–appeals in early Christian circles.
33

  The author clearly expected readers to 

recognize and affirm the sort of wish-prayers noted. 

 We turn next to the curious passage (2 Cor 12:6–10) where Paul refers to his 

repeated appeals to “the Lord” (τρὶς τὸν κύριον παρεκάλεσα, v. 8, again, rather 

clearly the risen Jesus) for relief from an affliction from Satan.  Granted, Paul 

elsewhere uses παρακαλέω most frequently in appeals to his readers or others, and 

not in his references to prayers.
34

  But his appeals to the risen Lord here are 

remarkable.  On the one hand, Ostmeyer is correct to emphasize that Paul 

distinguished God and Jesus, that Paul typically describes his thanks and prayers as 

addressed to God (e.g., Rom 1:8; 1 Cor 1:4), and that for Paul it was through Jesus’ 

redemptive work that “the possibility for thanks and appeals to God was opened.”
35

  

Nevertheless, as Dunn acknowledged in his recent discussion of early Christian 

worship, from this passage “it is clear enough that Paul understood the exalted Christ 

as one who could be appealed to for help, a request or petition that can readily be 

understood as prayer.”
36

  

 In the Acts account of Stephen’s martyrdom we have yet another indication 

that early Christians made direct prayer-appeals to the exalted Jesus.  At the end of his 

speech Stephen is depicted as declaring that he sees the heavens opened and Jesus 

standing at God’s right hand (7:55–56), which triggers the violence of those he 

addresses.  Then, as he expires, Stephen invokes the Lord Jesus (ἐπικαλούμενον), 

with the requests, “receive my spirit” (v. 59) and not to hold Stephen’s death against 

those who stoned him (v. 60).  In the narrative, Stephen is presented as exemplary, 

and so his prayer–appeal to Jesus depicted here must also be taken as reflective of 

devotional practices familiar to and approved by the intended readers.  

                                                 
33

 For defences of Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians, see, e.g., Ernest Best, A Commentary on the 

First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (London:  A. & C. Black, 1972), esp. 37–59; Robert 

Jewett, The Thessalonian Correspondence (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1986).  Donfried suggested 

that Paul’s co–workers (e.g., Timothy) may have been involved in composing  2 Thessalonians:  Karl 

Paul Donfried, Paul, Thessalonica and Early Christianity (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2002), “2 

Thessalonians and the Church of Thessalonica,” 49–67. 
34

 As noted by Ostmeyer, Kommunikation, 84–85.  
35

 Ostmeyer, Kommunikation, 115 (my translation).  Elsewhere, however, Ostmeyer grants that in 

Paul’s thought God and Jesus are uniquely on one level and Christians on another level (369), making 

direct prayer to the risen Jesus possible (noting Acts 7:55–56 and possibly also the maranatha in 1 Cor 

16:22 as instances). 
36

 J. D. G. Dunn, Did the First Christians Worship Jesus?  The New Testament Evidence (London:  

SPCK; Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 35. 
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 The verb-form used in Stephen’s appeal, the middle–voice of ἐπικαλέω, 

connotes (as typically in Koine Greek) invoking some higher power, most often a 

deity.
37

  In the Greek OT this verb–form is used many times in scenes of cultic 

worship and in more general references to prayer and invocation of YHWH (e.g., LXX 

Gen 4:26; 12:8; 13:4; 21:33; 26:25; Psa 17:4, 7; 19:10; 74:2).
38

  In Romans 10:9–13 

Paul incorporates a quotation of one of these OT texts, Joel 2:32 (MT 3:5), “Everyone 

who calls upon [ἐπικαλέσωνται] the name of the Lord will be saved,” in a striking 

adaptation of the Joel statement to designate acclaiming/invoking Jesus by name as ὁ 

κύριος.39
  To be sure, the action of “calling upon the name” of Jesus had a clear and 

specific confessional content, affirming Jesus as rightful Lord, but it was also a 

liturgical/devotional action in which believers invoked the Lord Jesus.
40

  Paul’s 

combination of ὁμολογέω (vv. 9–10) and ἐπικαλέω (vv. 12–13) in this passage is 

likely influenced by the combination of similar terms in LXX Psalms 74:2 

(ἐξομολογησόμεθα καὶ ἐπικαλεσόμεθα τὸ ὂνομα σου), and so vv. 9–10 should be 

taken as designating “the cry of adoration,” κύριος Ἰησούς.41
   

 Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 12:3 about the Spirit prompting this same 

acclamation is set within a larger context dealing with worship (1 Cor 12—14), and so 

also likely refers to a liturgical action.  Likewise, Philippians 2:9–11, the climactic 

lines of what is widely thought to derive from an early Christian ode sung in worship, 

portrays a future universal acclamation (ἐξομολογήσηται), κύριος Ἰησούς 

Χριστός, which was ritually anticipated in early Christian gatherings. 

                                                 
37

 See, e.g., MM, 239 for examples of “pagan” usage in prayers and magical invocations.  The term is 

also used in Acts to designate Paul’s appeal to Caesar, invoking a higher power in his hearings before 

the Roman governor (Acts 25:11–12, 21, 25; 26:32; 28:19). 
38

 There are ca. 30 instances in the Psalms alone.  For discussion, see K. L. Schmidt, “επικαλεω,” 

TDNT 3:496–500.   
39

 Of course, a more extended quotation of this same OT text appears in the Pentecost sermon in Acts 

2:17–21.  In light of the climactic statement in Acts 2:36 “God has made him [Jesus] both Lord and 

Messiah,” I take it that v. 21 refers to “calling upon the Lord” Jesus, as is the case in Romans 10:13. 
40

 Curiously, some exegetes take Paul as referring solely to a confessional act in Rom 10:13, and even 

deny any connotation of prayer:  e.g., Jewett, Romans, 633 (n. 114), citing approvingly Douglas J. 

Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1996), 660.  Cf. C. E. B. 

Cranfield, The Epistle to the Romans, Volume II (ICC; Edinburgh:  T&T Clark, 1979), 532, who notes 

that “Paul can think of prayer to the exalted Christ without the least repugnance” here gives “decisive” 

indication of the high significance Paul meant in applying the title κυριος to Jesus. 
41

 O. Hofius, “ομολογεω,” EDNT 2:516 (514–17).  Cf. Josephus’ account of the torture of Sicarii in 

Alexandria to force them (unsuccessfully) to confess Caesar as lord (Καισαρα δεσποτην 

ομολογησωσιν), War 7.418. 
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 Indeed, in 1 Corinthians 1:2 Paul refers to believers simply as “all those in 

every place who call upon [ἐπικαλούμενοις] the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  In 

Acts as well, believers are identified as “those who call upon” Jesus’ name (9:14, 21).  

As Dunn has stated, calling upon Jesus was “the defining feature of these early 

Christians,” marking and distinguishing them “from others who ‘called upon (the 

name of) some other deity or heavenly being.”
42

  For individual believers, the practice 

likely commenced in their baptism (e.g., Acts 22:16), but it also seems to have been a 

regular feature of corporate worship.  The description of this liturgical appeal to Jesus 

in phrasing taken from the worship of YHWH in the OT distinguished believers 

particularly from the prayer–practice of other Jews, for whom to “call upon the name 

of the Lord” would have meant worshipping solely the one God of biblical tradition.
43

 

 We have further confirmation that the invocation of Jesus was rather widely 

characteristic of various early Christian circles, including early Aramaic–speaking 

groups, in Paul’s incorporation of the maranatha expression in 1 Corinthians 16:22.
44

  

It is now increasingly accepted that the expression derives from the devotional 

language of the earliest circles in Roman Judea, and that it represents an Aramaic 

imperative–form meaning “O/our Lord, come!”
45

  This means that a strong 

eschatological tone adheres to the expression.  The Lord appealed to is clearly Jesus.
46

  

As to whether the appeal originally was for Jesus to be present “in the Spirit” at the 

sacred meal or for Jesus’ parousia, Hengel is probably right to urge that we should 

                                                 
42

 Dunn, Did the First Christians Worship Jesus, 16. 
43

 “Wenn die Anrufung Jesu das Gebet eröffnet, so ist das gerade ein bezeichnender Akt der Christen, 

durch den sie sich von den Juden, die auch ihr Gebet an den einen Gott richten, unterscheiden,” Horst, 

Proskynein, 194. 
44

 In my discussion I draw upon key recent studies, esp. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “New Testament Kyrios 

and Maranatha and Their Aramaic Background,” in To Advance the Gospel (New York:  Crossroad, 

1981), 218–35; idem, “The Semitic Background of the New Testament Kyrios–Title,” in A Wnadering 

Aramean:  Collected Aramaic Essays (Missoula:  Scholars Press, 1979), 115–42; and now Hengel, 

“Abba, Maranatha, Hosanna,” esp. 512–22. 
45

 Fitzmyer (“Kyrios and Maranatha,” 228) proposed that maranatha derived from an elision of 

māránā’ ‘ăthā’. 
46

 Wilhelm Bousset’s short-lived proposal that the mareh addressed was God (Jesus der Herr:  

Nachträge und Auseinandersetzungen zu Kyrios Christos [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

1916], 22) did not convince others, and he soon abandoned it, reverting to his earlier proposal that 

Jesus was the referent but that the expression arose in some place such as Antioch, Damascus or 

Tarsus, and did not go back to the “Palestinian primitive community”:  Kyrios Christos: Geschichte des 

Christusglaubens von den Anfängen des Christentums bis Irenaeus (Göttingen:  Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1913), 103 (n. 3).  These proposals only reflect how desperately Bousset sought to avoid the 

conclusion that a cultic veneration/invocation of Jesus went back to the earliest Judean Christian 

circles.  See my discussion in One God, One Lord:  Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish 

Monotheism (Philadalphia:  Fortress Press; London:  SCM, 1988; 2
nd

 ed. Edinburgh:  T&T Clark, 

1998), 4, 131–32 (n. 11). 
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not exclude either sense, although the eschatological expectation of Jesus’ parousia 

likely governed the sense, at least initially.
47

  The earliest Christian circles saw their 

worship gatherings as anticipations and expressions of eschatological realities and 

hopes.  In any case, given that maranatha derives from the devotional language and 

practice of Aramaic–speaking believers, we are dealing with “the earliest prayer to 

Jesus that we know.”
48

  The liturgical setting of the maranatha expression is further 

reflected in its retention in the eucharistic context in Didache 10:6.   

 It is widely thought that the prayer-appeal in Revelation 22:20, “Come, Lord 

Jesus!” is a Greek rendering of maranatha.  The author of Revelation was a Jewish 

Christian, and had a very negative attitude toward what he regarded as unwarranted 

liturgical innovations, as reflected in his condemnations of the “Nicolaitans” (2:14–

15) and the prophetess he calls “Jezebel” (2:20–25).  It seems likely, therefore, that he 

conveys the traditional maranatha expression in Greek in 22:20.  But, whatever its 

connection to maranatha, “Come, Lord Jesus!” in 22:20 is self–evidently a direct 

prayer–appeal to Jesus, and it is most likely reflective of a devotional practice that 

originated far earlier than the late first-century date of the composition of Revelation. 

 In viewing this invocation of Jesus in historical perspective it is important to 

keep a clear focus.  Although comparisons have been proposed with Jewish and pagan 

invocation of various deities and angels, these are actually dubious.
49

  First, the 

evidence cited for Jewish invocation of angels (e.g., in Hekhalot texts or the Paris 

Magical Papyrus) is from several centuries later than the NT texts, and so hardly 

comprises a context for them.  In fact, there is no direct evidence of Jewish invocation 

of angels in material contemporary with or prior to the NT.
50

  Religious beliefs and 

practices change and develop in living religious traditions, so we need to use evidence 

with appropriate attention to chronology.  Jews may have invoked angels in the first 

century CE, but that remains to be shown. 

                                                 
47

 Hengel, “Abba, Maranatha, Hosanna,” 514. 
48

 Ibid., 521.  “ . . . das früheste Gebet zu Jesus . . . das wir kennen.” 
49

 E.g., Alan F. Segal, “Paul’s ‘Soma Pneumatikon’ and the Worship of Jesus,” in The Jewish Roots of 

Christological Monotheism, eds. Carey C. Newman, James R. Davila and Gladys S. Lewis (Leiden:  

Brill, 1999), 274 (258–76). 
50

  “ . . . no ‘magical’ Jewish source from the 1st century CE or earlier preserves any prayer or address 

made to an angel”: Loren T. Stuckenbruck,  Angel Veneration and Christology, Wissenschaftliche 

Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, no. 2/70 (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Siebeck], 1995), 192.  

More fully, see Phillip Alexander, “Incantations and Books of Magic,” in The History of the Jewish 

People in the Age of Jesus Christ, Volume III, Part I, ed. G. Vermes, F. Millar and M. Goodman 

(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1986), 342–79; and now Gideon Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic:  A History 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), esp. 51–62, 70–142. 
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 Second, the phenomena are not the same.  The magical and Jewish mystical 

texts cited reflect the invocation of numerous divine or angelic beings, and typically 

for “coercive” purposes, i.e., to force the being to do the will of the one invoking it.  

As Stuckenbruck put it, “In any case, given the coercive nature of the materials, 

‘veneration’ is hardly an appropriate term to describe a posture towards any of the 

deities invoked.”
51

  By contrast, the NT texts evidence an invocation of Jesus solely, 

as God’s unique Son and agent and the appointed Lord of believers, and the intense 

devotion to him is evident.
52

 

 Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the function of the invocation of Jesus 

has no parallel.  It appears that the corporate acclamation and invocation of Jesus as 

Lord functioned to constitute the Christian worship gathering, and served to mark and 

identify believers as Christians.  That is, it had a powerful semiotic function for which 

we simply have no analogy in the mystical and magical texts, whether Jewish or 

pagan. 

 

Jesus as Basis of Christian Prayer 

As noted already, in the NT prayers are most often portrayed as addressed to God.
53

  

Moreover, the prayer-appeals to and acclamations of Jesus that we have considered 

are not presented in the NT texts as an alternative to prayer to God, certainly not any 

competition or threat to the latter.  Instead, Jesus is co-recipient or direct recipient of 

prayers, invocations and liturgical acclamations as the unique Son and Lord affirmed 

by God (“the Father”) who shares in the name and glory of God (e.g., Philip 2:9–11; 

Acts 2:32; Rom 1:3–4; 2 Cor 3:12—4:6; Rev 5:9–13).  That is, Jesus is appealed to, 

invoked and acclaimed in obedience to the one God who has exalted Jesus and now 

demands that he be reverenced (Philip 2:9–11; John 5:22–23), and so as responses to 

God’s glorification of Jesus.  That is, the inclusion of Jesus in devotional practice is 

done in the context of this understanding of Jesus’ relationship to God and God’s 

purposes. 

                                                 
51

 Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and Christology, 200. 
52

 The humorous story in Acts 19:11–20 may be relevant.  On the one hand, it portrays the Jewish 

exorcists as quite ready to attempt to invoke Jesus as a powerful name/figure with which to conjure.  

On the other hand, the text distinguishes their misguided and unsuccessful effort from Paul’s 

miraculous ministry (v. 11), the latter presented as based in Paul’s devoted relationship with Jesus as 

his Lord. 
53

 See, e.g., my discussion of the NT “devotional pattern” in L. W. Hurtado, God in New Testament 

Theology (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2010), 59–64. 
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 But if Jesus is reverenced with reference to God, it is also true, and highly 

significant, that prayers to, and the worship of, God in the NT are typically offered 

with reference to Jesus.  NT discourse about “God” includes programmatic references 

to Jesus (and also to the Spirit), and even more so the devotional practices of prayer 

and worship have a “dyadic shape”, worship of the one God very much re–configured 

(in comparison with the Jewish religious matrix) with reference to Jesus 
54

   

 This is directly reflected in the various NT statements about prayers and 

thanks to God as offered “through” Jesus and/or in his name.  In several instances, 

Paul refers to his prayer and/or thanksgiving to God as “through” (διά) Jesus:  e.g., 

Romans 1:8, “I thank my God through Jesus Christ;”
55

 Romans 7:25, “Thanks 

[χάρις] be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”  We have a similar practice 

reflected in Colossians 3:17, which exhorts doing everything “in the name of the Lord 

Jesus,” and giving thanks to God “through him.”  Ephesians 5:20 urges thanksgiving 

to God “always and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  In John 14–

16 Jesus is pictured as repeatedly encouraging his followers to make their requests to 

God (“the Father”) “in my name” (14:13–14; 15:16; 16:23–24).  Paul’s statement in 2 

Corinthians 1:20 that “through him [Jesus] we say ‘Amen’ to God for his glory” may 

also reflect this central place of Jesus in Christian prayer.  

 It is likely that these statements reflect actual prayer–practices.  It seems to me 

fully plausible that these practices involved actually naming Jesus as the one through 

whom and/or in whose name prayer was offered.  Jesus’ name clearly functioned as a 

vehicle of divine power and blessing, as reflected in the regular invocation of his 

name in early Christian baptism, exorcisms and other deeds of power.
56

  I know of no 

similar practice in contemporary Jewish circles involving such a focus on one 

particular, distinguishable figure in prayers and thanksgivings to God. 

 We also have statements about Jesus being integral to glorifying God.  In 1 

Peter 4:11 believers are exhorted to exercise their various gifts “so that in everything 

God may be glorified through Jesus Christ.” Romans 16:27 directs eternal glory “to 

the only wise God through Jesus Christ,” and in Jude 25 there is a still more elaborate 

                                                 
54

 Hurtado, God in New Testament Theology, 65–71, where I discuss discourse about, and devotion to, 

“God” is profoundly affected by the place of Jesus in earliest Christian beliefs and devotional practice. 
55

 The absence of διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ in a few witnesses is readily explainable as homoioteleuton. 
56

 Again, see esp. Heitmüller, “Im Namen Jesu;” Parkinson, “In the Name of Jesus;” Harman, “Into the 

Name of Jesus” (n. 21 above). 
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statement of praise “to the only God our Savior through Jesus Christ.”
57

  Indeed, in 

Revelation 5:13 we have an elaborate statement of praise directed jointly “to the one 

seated on the throne and to the Lamb.”
58

 

 I take these references as indicative of the prayer–practices of the early 

Christian circles reflected in these NT writings.  Paul’s statement in Romans 5:1–2 

likely represents the self–understanding of many early believers (perhaps especially 

Gentiles):  “Through our Lord Jesus Christ,” believers had been granted God’s 

“favor” (χάριν), in virtue of which they now stood in a new relationship with God 

and even in confident hope of sharing in the glory of God.  Therefore, they could 

“boast in God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:11).  As noted earlier, Hebrews 

4:16 posits Jesus’ redemptive efficacy as the basis for believers to “approach the 

throne of grace with boldness,” confident of “mercy and grace to help in the time of 

need,” and 13:15 directs, “through him [Jesus], then, let us continually offer a 

sacrifice of praise to God.”   

 Indeed, the early Christian appeal to God as “Father” seems to have been 

heavily shaped by and based in the conviction that Jesus is God’s unique Son, and in 

Jesus’ relationship to God as his Father.
59

  This is illustrated, for example, in Paul’s 

statements about believers addressing God as “Abba, Father” under the impulse of the 

Spirit of God who is also “the Spirit of Christ” (Rom 8:9) and “the Spirit of his 

[God’s] Son” (Gal 4:6).  As reflected in other NT texts, for believers God is Father 

particularly because he is “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 15:6; 2 

Cor 1:3; 11:31; Eph 1:3; 1 Pet 1:3), a striking re–designation of God when compared 

with Jewish traditional references to “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” 

 

Conclusion 

I trust that the preceding discussion has been sufficient to show that Jesus held a 

major and multi–faceted place in the prayer–practice of earliest Christians, as 

heavenly intercessor for praying believers, as teacher and model of their praying, as 

the co–recipient and recipient of prayers (most often invoked to constitute the worship 

gathering), and as the basis of Christian prayer.  Though sharing numerous 

                                                 
57

 Whether Rom 16:25–27 comes from Paul or is a later addition, in either case the text serves as 

evidence of early Christian devotional discourse and practice. 
58

 I find unconvincing Ostmeyer’s effort to distinguish sharply the kinds of reverence given to God and 

to the Lamb in Rev 5:9–13 (Kommunikation, 351–52). 
59

 See my discussion of God as “the Father” in God in New Testament Theology, 38–41. 
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characteristics with Jewish prayer-practice of the time, from the earliest observable 

moments Christian prayer took on the distinctive features that we have noted here.  

Earliest Christian prayer was certainly distinctive in referring to Jesus at all.  But 

more profoundly still, the programmatic and singular place of Jesus was without 

parallel or precedent in the religious environment of the time.  This means that the 

place of Jesus in early Christian prayer contributed strongly to the emergence of a 

distinctive religious identity that was particularly marked by Jesus. 
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