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Why is Prayer So Difficult?
Most of us do not understand how prayer can involve difficulty and anguish. Why should prayer entail so much suffering? Why should our prayer life be a constantly flowing source of anguish?
[1]
  
Let's face it--prayer is not easy. Claims by  some Christians that they have no problem praying or “I have always loved Jesus” don’t square with the experience of the church’s most fruitful leaders or the claims of Bible itself.  Although the Bible paints no easy picture for the diligent, prayerful Christian, our problems associated with praying often make us feel guilty and unspiritual. This whole area of our lives can become a source of shame and defeat. Yet these struggles must be seen as normal.  If we believe in the devil, it should be no more surprising that he is furious when we pray than it was surprising that Hitler was enraged by the Allied invasion on D-Day. 
While it is normal to be opposed and struggle quite painfully in prayer,  it is not normal to be prayerless. One is evidence of being in the battle, the other is evidence of resigning from battle. Some of us are  prayerless, not in the sense that we never pray, but in the sense that we lack dependence on the Lord for character change or for our service to others. We pray, but not from helplessness. We are mobilizing our strengths, but not our weaknesses. Personally, I went for long periods of time deceiving myself  that I was praying even though the communication was not only infrequent, but also impersonal and formalistic.  This is right where the devil wants me, praying just enough to soothe my conscience, but not enough to blow down a house of cards let alone the gates of hell.  Satan tries to contain me in this pathetic, impersonal  pattern virtually every day. His methods constantly mutate, adapting and taking on new forms each time I expose one. 
  
OPPOSITION FROM WITHIN 
Two leading causes of our difficulty are aversion from the flesh
[2] and demonic attack.
[3] It is often impossible to distinguish between the two. Yet, the method for fighting both is the same: appropriating the truth of God’s word (we will look more at that later). Concerning our sin nature, John Owen wrote:
There is no service for God which sin does not oppose. The more spirituality there is in a thing we do the greater is sin's opposition to it. Thus those who seek most for God experience the most opposition.
[4]
One of the reasons our sin nature  is averse to prayer is that real prayer threatens our determination to be in control. Unlike the many activities of life where we are shaping things according to our will, prayer is an occasion for us to be shaped by another. We sense that this is a threat and sometimes retreat from prayer.  Alister McGrath comments on this:
 We experience two very different relations in life: (1) an  I-It relation (experience), in which we relate to something passive (such as a table), and  (2) an I -You relation, or encounter, in which we relate to something active (such as another person). In an I-It relation, we are always active, taking the initiative, so that we know more about the object in question. We always have the upper hand. But in an I-You relation, the situation is very different--because the other party to the relation is as active as we are, and may take the initiative away from us. While we are trying to find out about them, they may be trying to find out about us.  God encounters us--He's not something passive which we experience like an object. God takes the initiative away from us, by determining  where and in what manner he will disclose himself to us--it is not something over which we have control. 
[5]
Let’s be honest. We like to be active for God if it is on our own terms. We like to initiate suggestions to others and make an impact. For the most part these things are good,  yet McGrath’s point reminds us that we need to be led and molded by God. It would seem that being led is a prerequisite to leading others.
  
GRADUAL BREAKDOWN 
What compounds our prayer difficulties is the fact that the worse things get,  the less sensitivity we have to the condition.  Prayerlessness becomes,  after awhile,  tolerable—even normal. Furthermore, if our friends are in the same condition, they don’t sense danger either-- it becomes a group norm. Even those who are spiritually vital may not detect our prayerlessness. Ole Hallesby vividly describes our common spiritual breakdown:
The more of an effort prayer becomes, the more easily it is neglected. Results which are fatal to spiritual life follow, not immediately, but no less certainly. First, our minds become worldly, and we feel more and more alienated from God, and therefore have less and less about which to speak to Him. Then we develop an unwilling spirit, which always finds pretexts for not praying and excuses for having neglected prayer.
Our inner life begins to weaken. The pain of living in sin is not felt as keenly as before, because sin is no longer honestly confessed before God. As a result of this our spiritual vision becomes blurred, and we can no longer distinguish between  that which is sin and that which is not. From now on, we resist sin essentially the same way as worldly people do. They struggle against those sins only which are exceedingly dangerous from the standpoint of their consequences.
[6]
Perhaps you are somewhere on the descent which Hallesby describes. Rather than deny it because it would make you feel guilty, why not by the grace of God admit your need and thank him that He loves you enough to reach out to you? Why not clear the air as soon as possible? Procrastination can be spiritually expensive.  Hallesby makes the astute observation that  “usually we won’t refuse directly to participate in prayer… Instinctively and automatically it will mobilize all the reasons it can conceive of for not praying now.”
  

OPPOSITION FROM WITHOUT
Besides the protest of our flesh regarding prayer, we will have to contend with the fury of hell itself. Even when we are at our best with God, we will suffer at the hands of the demonic realm. It is probably true that the closer we are to God, the more we will be assailed by fierce spiritual resistance.  Don’t jump to the conclusion that feelings of resistance always indicate a problem.   Hallesby comments on the battle with Satan in prayer:
Most of us do not understand how prayer can involve difficulty and anguish. Why should prayer entail so much suffering? Why should our prayer life be a constantly flowing source of anguish?
If we reflect for a moment, it really cannot be otherwise. If prayer is, as we have seen, the central function of the new life of faith, the very heart-beat of our life in God, it is obvious that our prayer life must become the target against which Satan directs his best and most numerous darts.
[7]
In addition, Hallesby asserted that attacking our prayer life is “Satan's most painless way of stealing our spiritual life; it is the quietest way which creates the least sensation.” How true!! If you  had fallen into sexual immorality,  your conscience would probably respond powerfully, along with a series of immediate negative consequences. But your lack of prayer seems to have little consequence. Life goes on as before, with apparent stability masking subtle spiritual deterioration.
With all these obstacles,  it is no wonder Jesus told a parable to his disciples “to show that at all times they ought to pray and not to lose heart” (Luke 18:1)  “Losing heart” is a state of discouragement which often becomes a full-blown attitude of resignation. We lose heart when doubts become unbelief. This loss of heart is usually gradual, almost imperceptible.  Nee describes it well:
Satan has  in fact a plan against the saints of the Most High which is to wear them out… What is meant by this phrase, “wear out”?  It has in it the idea of reducing a little this minute, then reducing a little further the next minute. Reduce a little today, reduce a little tomorrow. Thus the wearing out is almost imperceptible; nevertheless, it is a reducing. The wearing down is scarcely  an activity of which one is conscious, yet the end result is that there is nothing left.
He will take away your prayer life little by little, and cause you to trust God less and less and yourself more and more, a little at a time. He will make you feel somewhat cleverer than before. Step by step,  you are misled to rely more on your own gift, and step by step your heart is enticed away from the Lord. Now,  were Satan to strike the children of God with great force at one time, they would know exactly how to resist the enemy since they would immediately recognize his work.  …He uses the method of gradualism to wear down the people of God.
[8]  
Looking at all this has the potential to depress any sensitive believer. Yet my intent is that we be forearmed by being forewarned. If we know what to expect, we are far more likely to be able to respond properly. I take great comfort in the fact that my struggles are normal and do not disqualify me in the least from pursuing a stronger prayer life. It sometimes seems an honor that the devil would even bother with me. Don’t give in to despair if your prayer life is difficult. These struggles are all a part of learning to pray. There is no way to learn about dependence on God without failing miserably. There is no way to appreciate the devil without a pummeling. Hallesby concludes:
For that reason, I do not think that we should look upon these painful experiences too pessimistically. Surely they are more profitable than we think at the time we are going through the anguish connected with them…. But if they are to be of any benefit to us, we must, in the first place, be truthful and not begin to practice deception, that is, excuse and defend our slovenly prayer life. We must admit our weakness in prayer, admit that we are faced with a problem which cannot be solved by our own efforts. 
[9]
Most of us have been deeply influenced by our culture's aversion to choosing against feelings. Yet, this is exactly what we will have to do much of the time if we are going to develop a prayer life. Coupled with our difficulty with feeling states is our natural legalism. We need to get under the grace of God each time we attempt prayer.  The devil fears a praying Christian, but he knows that accusation will keep many of us from praying as long as we feel bad. 
HINDERED PRAYER
I have noticed that many Christians don’t understand the connection between their relationship with God and their relationships with other people. They tend to think that those  are two separate things, thinking, “Sure,  I am bitter at so and so, but at least I’m close to God.”  This is high delusion. Scripture teaches a connection between the horizontal (relationships with people) and the vertical (relationship with God).  Peter warns husbands to “live with your wives in an understanding way…  and grant her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered.” Clearly, an ungracious attitude and an insensitive demeanor will short circuit a husband’s prayer life. It may be God’s way of refusing to reinforce his sin by refusing to grant that man’s  prayer requests. It is not just to ungracious husbands that this principle applies. It is taught to all believers throughout Scripture: 
 If therefore you are presenting your offering at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you,  leave your offering there before the altar, and go your way; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your offering (Matthew 5:23, 24 23).
The one who says he is in the light and yet hates his brother is in the darkness until now. The one who loves his brother abides in the light and there is no cause for stumbling in him. But the one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded his eyes (1 Jn. 2:9-11).
We must avoid hiding behind the pious veneer of our  “in-depth prayer life” if we are tolerating attitudes of hate or  bitterness. Being irreconcilable or belligerent toward relational conflict is in view here also. Conflict avoidance is no better.  The principle painfully obvious here is that the vertical is affected by the horizontal. God will discipline our ungracious attitudes toward other people by allowing us to suffer distance from him in prayer—causing our prayers to be “hindered.”
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