WHY STAND FOR PUBLIC PRAYER?
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First Impressions
Possibly the first thing that strikes visitors to our Churches — apart perhaps from the absence of instrumental music — is our practice of standing for prayer, and correspondingly sitting for praise. The vast majority of evangelical Christians today would view such a practice - or any concern for postures in worship - as a matter of indifference, or perhaps even a mere eccentricity. As our practice is admittedly out of step with most Christian communions today it is right to ask ourselves whether there is a real Biblical basis for the position. Is this any more than merely a question of indifference? Are there any considerations raising it above questions of mere tradition or temperament? It is the purpose of this article to explore such questions and bring out important considerations in support of our distinctive position in relation to postures in worship. 

Preliminary Points
(1) Some may say that this is such an unimportant subject that any settled conviction on the matter would simply tend to make an unnecessary difference between Churches. This is a serious point. We must be sensitive to anything that unnecessarily divides Churches. There are certainly more important issues in Church life to engage our energies, such as evangelism and the defence of the Faith. However, without majoring on minors, it must be desirable as far as possible to bring all our practices to the Word of God. Our desire should be “to hold forth such things as are of divine institution in every ordinance.”
  We remember, too, the words of our Lord: “he that is faithful in that which is least is faithful also in much” (Luke 16: 10). 

(2) As regards the nature of prayer, no doubt the principal thing is the inward disposition of the heart towards God. We are well aware that “man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7; cf. 2 Corinthians 10:7). Nevertheless, this should not inhibit enquiry about the outward behaviour or appearance of men and women in worship. After all, it is the nature of Christian discipleship and Church practice that there are outward aspects to them. The disciple – and the Church – are to be a “doers of the word,” as James emphasises in his ‘practical’ epistle. It is suggested that we have to be careful not to dismiss what we might imagine are just ‘small’ principles. This can so easily lead to carelessness or indifference in practice. Because the outward appearance may deceive, that does not give us warrant to be unconcerned about the outward appearance altogether. As Samuel Miller commented: “This is not essential. A prayer truly spiritual and acceptable may be offered up in any posture. And yet this is, undoubtedly, a point by no means unworthy of consideration and inquiry.”

The Biblical Material 
Do the Scriptures give us any guidance on the appropriate posture in public prayer? What does the Bible set down as appropriate in our approach to God in prayer? A survey of relevant biblical material indicates that there are basically two postures adopted as appropriate in drawing near to God in prayer corporately: standing and kneeling. 

(1) Standing. An early indication of the appropriateness of standing before the Lord is to be found in Abraham’s intercession before God on behalf of the righteous in Sodom. We are told that “Abraham stood yet before the Lord” (Genesis 18:22; cf. 19:27). When Hannah brought Samuel to Eli at the Temple she reminds the Priest that she had been the woman he had observed on an earlier occasion standing in the Temple precincts “praying unto the Lord” (1 Samuel 1:26). The same testimony is found in the New Testament in the parable of the Pharisee and the publican (Luke 18:9-14). The scene here again is the Temple and the attitude adopted in prayer is standing: “The Pharisee stood and prayed…”  “The publican, standing afar off…” Clearly standing to pray was normative in such circumstances. Other instances in which we have evidence of standing for prayer are to be found, firstly, in Jehoshaphat’s prayer in 2 Chronicles 20 (verses 5-13), secondly, on the occasion when “the seed of Israel separated themselves from all strangers, and stood and confessed their sins, and the iniquities of their fathers” (Nehemiah 9:2; cf. verses 3ff.), and, thirdly, in Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the Temple (see 1 Kings 8:22. Verse 54 of that chapter indicates that Solomon must have assumed a kneeling posture in the course of his prayer, but note verse 55ff.). The fact that standing to pray was an appropriate posture in prayer before God is indicated also in the words of the Lord recorded in Mark’s Gospel: “And when ye stand praying . . .” (Mark 11: 25; cf. Matthew 6:5). 

One other point should be made in connection with this posture. It is this: that there is a theological and reverential significance in standing before the Lord. For example, in the Book of Revelation we read that “a great multitude, which no man could number, of all nations, and kindreds, and peoples, and tongues, stood before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palms in their hands…” (Revelation 7:9; cf. 8:2 ff. where the Angels are described as standing before God among other things offering prayers of the saints on the altar (v. 3).). The case of Elijah the Tishbite also offers us an illustration in this respect (cf. 1 Kings 19:11-13, with which cf. 1 Kings 17:1; 18:15; 2 Kings 3:14; 5:11 and 16. See also Psalm 134:1; 135:2; Nehemiah 8:5; Exodus 19:17; Deuteronomy 4:10 (cf. Hebrews 12:18, 19); Leviticus 9:5, etc., for biblical examples illustrating this same point). There is also significance in this posture in connection with the making of a covenant with the Lord (cf. 2 Kings 23:3; 2 Chronicles 34:32; etc.). There is therefore a very strong argument from precedent for standing in public prayer.

(2) Kneeling. Kneeling is frequently referred to as an appropriate posture in prayer in God’s presence. There are numerous examples of individuals assuming such a posture in prayer: There is Solomon (2 Chronicles 6:13; cf. 1 Kings 8:54), Daniel (Daniel 6:10), Ezra (Ezra 9:5), Jesus (Luke 22:41), Peter (Acts 9:40), and Paul (Acts 20:36). There are also several texts pointing to the appropriateness of such an attitude in a congregational context: In the Psalms we are enjoined: “Let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before the Lord our maker. For he is our God” (Psalm 95:6-7). In the New Testament we have the example of Paul and his company, when taking leave of the disciples at Tyre, “they all brought us on our way”, says Luke, “with wives and children, till we were out of the city: and we kneeled down on the shore, and prayed” (Acts 21:5; cf. 20:36). Again, this attitude indicates theological and reverential significance, as the texts cited illustrate. (See also 1 Kings 19: 18, Romans 11:4; Philippians 2:10, Isaiah 45:23, Ephesians 3:14, Romans14:11, etc.).

It can thus be seen that both standing and kneeling are acceptable postures in public prayer, there being clear biblical precedent in these cases. It is true that other postures are found, such as, for example, complete prostration (cf. 2 Samuel 12:16 and 20; Leviticus 9:24; Numbers 14:5; 16:22, 45; Joshua 5:14; 7:6; Matthew 26:39; and Revelation 11:16 etc.) and clearly prayer may be made in any (physical) circumstances. However, we have no scriptural precedent supporting the sitting position in public prayer. In one or two instances, where there are overtones of humility or fasting (or mourning — cf. Job) there are references to sitting. For example, in Judges it is stated that “all the children of Israel, and all the people, went up, and came into the house of God, and wept, and sat there before the Lord, and fasted. …” (Judges 20:26; cf. Lamentations 2:10.). In 2 Samuel 7:18 we are told that David “sat before the Lord” and spoke to Him. However, it appears that, besides the fact that this is not public prayer, the Hebrew word translated “sat” (vashev) should strictly speaking be rendered “remained” (thus Berkeley Version) or “abode with” (thus Gen. 24:55; Gen. 29:19). 
As far as sitting in public prayer is concerned, then, Samuel Miller correctly stated that “The posture of sitting in public prayer has no countenance either from Scripture, from reason, or from respectable usage, in any part of the Church's history. It was never allowed in the ancient Church, and was universally regarded as an irreverent and heathenish mode of engaging in public devotion. True, if there be any worshippers so infirm from age, or so feeble from disease, that standing erect would really incommode or distress them to a degree unfriendly to devotion, let them sit; not in a posture of indifference or indulgence; but with bowed heads, and fixed countenances, as becomes persons reluctantly constrained to retain such an attitude, and who are yet devoutly engaged in the service.”
 
Thus, we seem to be closed in by the biblical evidence and example, and by particular theological and reverential considerations, to the propriety of standing and/or kneeling at public prayer. As the arrangement of our Churches best allows the former, it is right that we should adopt a standing posture in public prayer. 
Some Historical Considerations
Standing at public prayer appears to have been prevalent in the first few centuries of the Christian Church. The Council of Nicea (A.D. 325) enjoined that worshippers in the Churches on the Lord’s Day stand for prayer. The 20th Canon of that Council ordered that “all persons shall offer up their prayers on Sundays and Pentecost standing.”
 In the early Church the significance of standing for prayer was closely related to the resurrection. Thus Augustine stated that, “We pray standing, which is a sign of the resurrection.”
 The Princeton historian, Samuel Miller summarised the position thus: “…in the second, third, and following centuries, it was accounted unlawful even to kneel on the Lord’s day; this posture being reserved for days of fasting and humiliation. This is asserted by Tertullian; and the Council of Nice passed a solemn decree to the same amount, because on that day is celebrated the joyful remembrance of our Lord’s resurrection. This posture, both of public prayer on the Lord’s day, and of receiving the communion, was invariably standing.”
 
At the time of the Reformation the practice of kneeling at public prayer was more evident, though there was a shift to the standing posture, principally arising from the disapproval felt of the anti-Protestant practice of kneeling to receive communion, and desire to give no countenance to such a Roman Catholic practice.
 
One final consideration is the present position of the Free Church. Here it is sufficient to cite Act VII, 1910 anent Postures in Public Worship: “The General Assembly . . . declare that the posture in public prayer sanctioned by Scripture and authorised by this Church, and the reverence due to the professed worship of God, is that of standing; and inasmuch as there is no guidance in the matter of praise, it is expedient, having regard to the comfort of worshippers, that the position in praise be that of reverent sitting in the pew.”
 
Some Practical Applications
Bear in mind that we are here seeking simply to encourage a practice which is patterned on the Word of God for public worship. We are not saying that people are not or cannot be praying if they are seated. We are not saying either that it is wrong to stand for sung praise. However, it is our conviction on the balance of Scriptural teaching that standing for prayer in public worship is warranted by the Word of God. People and Churches must answer for themselves before the Lord. Without making this a term of communion with other Christians and Churches we may well with a good conscience continue to observe the standing posture in our public prayers, as previously declared in our Church. We close with two practical points:
(1) It is good to remind ourselves of the significance of our practice of standing for prayer in its reverential aspect. Our practice, as we have shown, does not arise from mere caprice or indifference, but derives from deep consciousness of the holy character of God, and the manner in which He desires His creatures to approach His throne. Our practice has the sanction of Scripture and is properly reverential in its nature. It would be strange if we were not to stand to address the Queen if she came into our presence. That seems all the more reason to maintain this practice when we think that in prayer we come into the presence to speak with the King of kings!
(2) As this is the practice authorised by our Church, and as we are concerned to submit to Biblical warrant and precedent in all matters of faith and practice, it therefore behoves us to joyfully adopt this practice in our services. There is no reason to be self-conscious of a practice which we believe to be sanctioned by the Word of God, or yield to any contrary practice which has merely become more predominant or popular.
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