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PUBLIC LITURGICAL PRAYER  
IN ISLAM AND CHRISTIANITY 

Barry Peters 
 
As we come to the Muslim world, we have to be careful that what we teach and 
preach is not simply a reproduction of our own culture. Our faith and lifestyle has 
often become so overlaid with the customs and traditions of our contemporary 
society that it bears little resemblance to what a first century believer or a believer 
from another century might have deemed as ‘Christian’. 

John Stott notes: “We have to divest our gospel of the cultural clothing in which 
we have received it and sometimes even of the precise cultural garb in which 
Scripture presents it. We also have to reclothe it in cultural terms appropriate to 
the people to whom we proclaim it.”1 

Michael Nazir-Ali contends: “It is imperative for missionaries to identify with the 
local culture and its values, where these do not clash with the principles of the 
Christian faith. Their minds, in short, must be transformed, and they must 
‘incarnate’ their life and witness into their host culture. The Willowbank Report 
on Gospel and Culture speaks of the incarnation of Christ as the most spectacular 
instance of cultural identification in history.”2 

This paper attempts to apply some of this to the question of public prayer and 
worship.  There are some important principles to remember: 

1) Commenting on the cases in the New Testament when Jesus (Jn.4.1-26.) 
Peter (Acts.10) and Paul (Acts.17.16-24) encountered those of other faiths, 
Ida Glasser points out that they all find positive things in the other faith 
and in the people’s attempts to relate to God and that they build on these 
positive things.3  

2) Anne Cooper suggests that “any activity of reaching out to others 
should be expected to deepen our own spiritual understanding.”4 The end 
does not justify the means. Efforts to find points of contact between 
Christian and Islamic worship styles is not simply ‘play-acting’ but an 
attempt to deepen one’s own relationship with God. 

3) As we come to the issue of public prayer, we need to go back to the 
Bible to see what it teaches, and to look at our surrounding society to see 
how we can best communicate with them. 

4)  We need to look at the whole of the teaching of the Bible. Some may 
note that the Bible teaches to pray in the inner room Mt.6.6. However it 
clearly does not forbid the use of ritual public prayer.  The apostles 
continued their contact with the Temple for a significant period after the 
ascension (Lk.24.53) and even after Pentecost (Acts.3.1).  

                                                 
1 John Stott, The message of Thessalonians, p.187 
2 Michael Nazir-Ali, Islam: A Christian Perspective,  p.154 
3 ‘Christians and other faiths’, in Anne Cooper (ed.), Ishmael my Brother,  p.27 
4  Ibid.,  p.33 
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5) We also need to recognize our own cultural limitations. Modern 
Western evangelical Christian worship does not include the use of the 
body in worship, although other forms of Christianity do. 

 
Should new believers be encouraged to stop praying in the mosque? 
In early Christianity, converts were taught according to their previous religious 
practices. F.F. Bruce comments on Heb.6.1,2: "We are thus given insight into 
what was regarded as a suitable foundation of Christian teaching in a non-Pauline 
church, and one which had a Jewish basis. When we consider the 'rudiments' one 
by one, it is remarkable how little in the list is distinctive of Christianity, for 
practically every item could have its place in a fairly orthodox Jewish community. 
Each of them, indeed, acquires a new significance in a Christian context; but the 
impression we get is that existing Jewish beliefs and practices were used as a 
foundation on which to build Christian truth."5 

Could a Christian join Muslims at prayer?  
Even as a conservative commentator as Guillaume could comment: “...apart from 
the testimony of Muhammad being the apostle of God there is nothing in the 
official worship of Islam in which a Christian could not join, and one who 
understands the words of praise and adoration is tempted to do so.”5 

Cragg notes that there is a certain anonymity about Muslim worship: “The 
essential sacrament (of prayer) .. is within each person’s own privacy, requiring as 
it does the use of his own limbs and lips .. No one is obliged to delegate his own 
intention to another’s action, or liable to annul his physical presence, through 
inaction, into an absence of mind.”6 

For a new believer it may be expedient to continue attendance at the mosque, due 
to social pressure. How could such a situation be used to strengthen his new 
Christian faith? Are there aspects of Islamic prayer that can convey biblical 
truths? 
 
THE USE OF POSTURE IN PRAYER  
 
Many Christian traditions pray without wearing shoes. The removal of shoes 
(Ex.3.5) was recognition of holy ground. It was also a sign of being a slave 
(Isa.20.2). In most Muslim countries to wear shoes in a place of worship is a sign 
of disrespect. Public and private prayer in the Bible involved the use of many 
bodily postures. 
 
a) standing:  
Nehemiah called upon the people: “Stand up and praise the Lord” (Neh.9.5) 
Solomon prayed whilst standing (1.Kg.8.22, 55). The priests were told to stand up 
every morning and thank and praise the Lord (1.Chr.23.30) also Neh.8.5. 

                                                 
5 Alfred Guillaume, Islam, p.68 
6 Kenneth Cragg, The House of Islam, p.56 
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1.  To stand is to be a person in full humanity. When Joshua fell on his 
face before the Ark, the Lord said: “Stand up. What are you doing 
down on your face?” (Josh.7.10). To the exiled priest Ezekiel, God 
says: “Son of man, stand on your feet and I will speak to you.” 
(Ezek.2.1) Standing implies distinction and honor. A person made in 
the image of God (Gen.1.27) is given the dignity to stand before God 
in his own right. It also suggested one who was ready to listen to God. 

2. Like a priest, a chosen one. Of the family of Aaron, it is said: “The 
Lord has chosen them and their descendants out of all your tribes to 
stand and minister in the Lord’s name always.” (Dt.18.5; 2.Chr.29.11). 
The whole church is the new priesthood and chosen by God 
(1.Pet.2.9), following the ministry of Jesus as our great high priest 
(Heb.9.12) 

3.  Like a victor: “Stand firm and you will see the victory of the Lord 
(Ex.14.13; 2.Chr.20.17), and “No-one will be able to stand against 
you” (Dt.11.25; Josh.1.5). Also Eph.6. 

 
b)  with hands lifted up:  

1.   this is mentioned in Ps.28.2  (a cry for help; 63.4 (calling on God out 
of desire for Him);Neh.8.6 and 1.Kg.8.22,54 [Solomon] (praising God) 

2.  Paul calls for the ‘lifting of holy hands, without anger or quarreling’ 
(1.Tim.2.8), perhaps as a sign of letting go of one’s rights or grudges.  

3.   In Heb.12.12 raising one’s hands is a symbol of hope and action. 
Prayer is action, a response to one’s circumstances. It is not inactivity 
or passivity. We are ‘doing something’ when we pray. Jesus used it as 
a token of blessing (Lk.24.50) and in Ps.134.2 it accompanies blessing 
God. 

 
(c) bowing down:  
Dt.26.11; 33.3*; Ps.5.7*; 22.27; 72.11; 95.6; 138.2; Isa.49.7*; Mic.6.6 - a sign of 
adoration. We bow down as if under a burden   

1.  Remembering Christ carrying his cross for our sakes, taking the sin of 
the whole world on his shoulders. 

2. We remember that we are also called to carry our own crosses 
(Lk.9.23), and to bear our own loads (Gal.6.5). Let us determine to 
carry out our responsibilities faithfully. 

3.   Remember the gracious words of Jesus in Mt.11.28,  and also Isa.46.4 
 
(d) kneeling: 
This was a common posture for prayer in the Bible. “Come let us worship and 
bow down”, calls the Psalmist (95.6), “Let us kneel before the Lord our God our 
maker”. Kneeling was used as a attitude for prayer by Daniel (6.10 -  3 times a 
day, and facing towards Jerusalem); King Solomon, (2.Chr.6.14) with his hands 
outstretched (1.Kg.8.54), Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane (Lk.22.41), Stephen 
at his stoning (Acts.7.60), Peter before the raising of Dorcas (Acts.9.40), and Paul 
saying his farewell to the Ephesian elders (Acts.20.36) and at the end of the 3rd 
missionary journey (Acts.21.5) 
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1.  It is an indicator of confession, as in Peter’s prayer on his knees: 
“Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man’ (Lk.5.8) 

2.   It often accompanied a cry for mercy or help, as with the captain of the 
50 soldiers before Elijah (2.Kg.1.3), the father of the epileptic boy 
before Jesus (M.17.14), the leper asking for cleansing (M.1.40) and the 
rich young ruler making a request (Mk.10.17). 

3.   There is a future aspect to kneeling. As we kneel, we are reminded that 
‘every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord (Rom.14.11; Phil.2.10). To kneel is an act of faith, a 
foreshadowing of the universal recognition of the Lordship of Christ. 

 
(e)  Prostrate on one’s face:  

1.  Prostrate in adoration - To fall on one’s face seems to be the natural 
reaction to a manifestation of the glory of God. It was the people’s 
automatic response seeing to the glory of the Lord in Lev.9.24, 
Ezek.1.28, Mt.17.6, Rev.1.17. Jehoshaphat and all the people 
worshipped the Lord like this (2.Chr.20.18), as did Ezra and the people 
(Neh.8.6). 

2.  This was a sign of supplication, as with Eijah praying for rain on Mt 
Carmel (1.Kg.19.42) , and the leper asking for cleansing (Lk.5.2) 

3.   It is an illustration of the downward path of humility that Christ took in 
Phil.2.5-8, culminating in his death. We are reminded that we too 
have died (Gal.2.20), and our life is hid with Christ in God (Col.3.3). 

 
(f)  seated: 
Jud.20.26; Acts.2.2; Jesus seated a the right hand of the Father, interceding for us: 
Heb.10.12; Rom.8.34. 

1.  A position of power and authority (Eph.1.20,21) and completion  
Col.3.1; Heb.1.3; 10.12 

2.   We are seated with Christ in the heavenlies Eph.2.6 
3.  There is a future aspect to sitting. It reminds us of our destiny to sit at 

table in the Kingdom of God (Lk.13.29; Mt.8.11). 
 

(g)  Looking right and left: 
1.   In this action, we see each other. We are called to pray for one another, 

and bear one another’s burdens (Gal.6.2) and to strive for unity.          
2.  As we use our eyes, we recollect that God is all-seeing and all-

knowing. Nothing is hid from his sight. He knows everything about 
each one of us, all our needs, our fears, our sorrows. He knows our 
future and what He has in store for us, as individuals and as a group. 

3.  As we look around we see the needs of the world. when Jesus saw the 
crowds, he had compassion on them, for they were harassed and 
helpless like sheep without a shepherd (Mt.9.36). Jesus said to his 
disciples: “Lift up your eyes and see how the fields are already white 
for the harvest (Jn.4.35). Our worship leads back to the world, to serve 
and witness. 

 
(h)   We stand again: 



St. Francis Magazine No. 1 (June 2005) 

St. Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 
www.stfrancismagazine.info  www.interserve.org  www.arabvision.org 

 

5 

for we are resurrection people. Christ has been raised as the first fruits. We will be 
raised with him. Already, in this life, we can live lives in his resurrection power.  

 
With these biblical aspects of worship in mind, we can consider a way to use a 
liturgical form of bodily worship that is both edifying and culturally appropriate. 
 
PRAYER IN THREE CYCLES 
 
This liturgical prayer runs in 3 cycles:  the first is related to the person and work 
of Christ, the second relates to ourselves, and our privileges as believers, and the 
third is directed towards the world. The first cycle is often focused on the past, the 
second on the present and the third on the future. 

Cycle 1: In this cycle, we concentrate on Christ and His work 

1.a: STANDING (al-qiy�m  �������) 
To stand is to be a person in full humanity. When Joshua fell on his face before 
the Ark, the Lord said: “Stand up. What are you doing down on your face?” 
(Josh.7.10). To the exiled priest Ezekiel, God says: “Son of man, stand on your 
feet and I will speak to you.” (Ezek.2.1) Standing implies distinction and honor. A 
person made in the image and likeness of God (Gen.1.27) is given the dignity to 
stand before God in his own right. It also suggested one who was ready to listen to 
God. 

As we stand we remember the perfect man, Jesus, the one who alone has the right 
to stand in God’s presence, and who always listened to His Father. He is the 
second Adam, the firstborn among the new humanity. By the power of God, we 
are being made like Christ. 

1.b LIFTING UP HANDS (raf �‘u �diy �	�
��������) 

Jesus lifted up his hands when he blessed his disciples (Lk.24.50). All blessings 
come from God, and we lift up our hands to receive blessing from God, and to 
bless others. 

1.c. BOWING (al-ruk�‘u ��������� )  

As we bow down, we remember Jesus carrying the cross for our sakes. He carried 
all the sins of the world on his shoulders like a heavy weight. 1.Pet.2.24 says: “He 
himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sin and live to 
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.”  

1.d. KNEELING (al-jath� ������ )   

Kneeling is a sign of supplication, asking for help from God. Jesus knelt and 
prayed in the garden of Gethsamene. During his ministry, Christ always helped 
those in need: he healed the sick, fed the hungry, raised the dead. When a leper 
came to Jesus, he knelt down and said: “Lord, if you want, you can make me 
clean.”   
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1.e. PROSTRATION (al-saj�d  ��������� )  

Prostration is a sign of humility. Jesus, although he came from heaven, was not 
proud. Phil.2. says of him: “who being in very nature God did not consider 
equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the 
very nature of a servant being made in human likeness. And being found in 
appearance as a man he humbled himself and became obedient to death even 
death on a cross.”                                              

1.f. SITTING (al-jal�s ������) 
Sitting is a sign of work completed. “After he had provided purification for sins, 
he sat down at the right hand of the majesty in heaven.” (Heb.1.3). It is also a 
position of authority and power: “which he exerted in Christ when he raised him 
from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above 
all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not 
only in the present age but also in the one to come.” (Eph.1.20,21) 

1.g.LOOKING RIGHT�and LEFT (al-tasallam �������� )  

As we look right and left, we think of Jesus, who :”when he saw the crowds, he 
had compassion on them, for they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without 
a shepherd.” (Mt.9.36). 

Cycle 2: In this cycle, we remember our position in Christ as believers. 
 

2.a. STANDING  
In the Old Testament, the one who stood before God in the temple was the priest. 
In Dt.18.5. God says to the sons of Aaron: “I have chosen you from amongst all 
the people to stand before me in the service of the Lord.” We are given that 
special privilege and responsibility as believers: “But you are a chosen people, a 
royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare 
the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” 
(1.Pet.2.9) 

 2.b.  LIFTING HANDS   
We lift our hands as a sign that they are empty. We need God to fill them. We 
stand like trees, with our branches pointing up. Jesus said: “I am the vine; you are 
the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart 
from me you can do nothing.” (John 15.5) 
 
2.c.  BOWING  
Following in the footsteps of Jesus, we are called to carry our crosses. Jesus said: 
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me.” (Lk.9.23) 

2.d  KNEELING  
We kneel as recognition that we are sinners, unworthy of God’s grace towards us. 
When Simon Peter saw the miracle of the draught of fishes, he fell at Jesus’ knees 
and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” (Luke 5.8).               
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2.e. PROSTRATION   
To lie on the ground is like being dead, like a corpse. “I have been crucified with 
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live 
by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” (Gal.2.20) 
“For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.” (Col.3.3) 

2.f. SITTING  
“And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms 
in Christ Jesus.” (Eph.2.6) ‘If we endure, we will also reign with him.” 
(2.Tim.2.12) 

2.g. GREETING   
As we look left and right, we see our brothers and sisters in Christ. Paul wrote in 
Gal 6.2: “Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of 
Christ.” 

 

CYCLE 3: This third cycle points us outwards in mission. We have seen what 
Christ has done, and our position as believers. Now we look to the future, and 
what God has prepared for us. 

3.a. STANDING   
We stand as soldiers in God’s army and as victors in the battle. “Moses answered 
the people, “Do not be afraid. Stand firm and you will see the deliverance the 
LORD will bring you today. The Egyptians you see today you will never see 
again.” (Ex.14.13). In the New Testament Paul repeats this command: “Therefore 
put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able 
to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.” (Eph.6.13) 

3.b. LIFTING UP HANDS   
We enter the world with a commitment to holiness. We want to do good and avoid 
evil. “I want men everywhere to lift up holy hands in prayer, without anger or 
disputing.” (1.Tim.2.8) Today I refuse to do wrong with these hands. 

3.c. BOWING   
We go into the world with compassion, to care for the poor, the dispossessed and 
the outcasts, and to point them to the source of comfort. Jesus said: “Come to me, 
all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 
you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest 
for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matt.11.28-30). 

3.d. KNEELING   
Kneeling points towards the future. To kneel before Christ now is a statement of 
faith, a foreshadowing of the future. “Therefore God exalted him to the highest 
place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Phil.2.9-
11) 

3.e. PROSTRATION  
In the Bible, whenever anyone saw the glory of God, they fell on their faces. It is 
the primary posture of adoration and recognition of the greatness of God. Having 
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seen God, we want no-one or nothing else. Jesus said that the most important 
commandment was this one: “’Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one.  
Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind and with all your strength. (Mk.12.29,30) 

3.f. SITTING   
In the future, we will all sit at the table of the Lord for the great wedding feast of 
the lamb. It will be a universal celebration. “People will come from east and west 
and north and south, and will take their places at the feast in the kingdom of God.” 
(Lk.13.29)  

3.g. GREETING   
As we look around we realise that we are still on earth. God has given us a task to 
do. “Do you not say, ‘Four months more and then the harvest’? I tell you, open 
your eyes and look at the fields! They are ripe for harvest.” (Jn.4.35). The second 
greatest commandment is this: “Love your neighbour as yourself. (Mk.12.31) 

3.h. STANDING  
We stand at the end of our prayers because we are resurrection people. “We know 
that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus 
and present us with you in his presence.” (2.Cor.4.14). We can already live now in 
the power of the resurrection. Because Christ our forerunner had gone ahead, we 
can live in confidence. Alhamdulillah.  
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