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A PRAYER WE COULD NOT WRITE

On my own I could not come up with a prayer like the Lord’s Prayer. If I wrote a model prayer, I would base it on the prayer I learned as a child:

Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep,

If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take. 


If I wrote my own prayer in my adult years, it would sound much like the prayer of Jabez (1 Chronicles 4:10): “Oh that you would bless me and enlarge my border, and that your hand might be with me and that you would keep me from hurt and harm.” Did you notice the pronouns in both of these prayers? I counted eight “I/me/my’s” in the child’s prayer and four “me/my’s” in the prayer of Jabez. 

How many “I/me/my’s” do you count in the prayer Jesus gives us? That’s right—zero, zip, nada. After Jesus instructs us to begin our prayer with “Our Daddy in heaven” (which, as I said last week, is difficult for us to say for many reasons), he then gives us three “you” petitions” and three “us” petitions. In our English translations from the King James and earlier versions, we don’t see the parallelism. In the Greek text the phrase Your name be hallowed (made holy)  has the same verb form and structure as do the other two phrases, your kingdom come and your will be done. Today we will deal with these three “you” petitions: your name, your kingdom, your will. On the next three Sundays we will deal with the three “us” petitions: Give us, forgive us, and lead us. By the way, as you see in your Bible, the last phrase, For thine is the kingdom, is not found in the oldest Greek manuscripts and is usually omitted from the text of Matthew 6.

Jesus calls us to begin our prayer with three “you” petitions: Your name be hallowed (holied); your kingdom come; your will be done on earth as it is being done in heaven. It’s not really about us; it’s about God—your name, your kingdom, your will. You and I could not come up with a prayer like this. It can only come from someone like Jesus and can only be passed down through the church who follows this Jesus. We depend on the church to teach us to pray this way because it does not come naturally to us. 

Matthew and his church have placed the Lord’s Prayer at the center of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, which you can find in chapters 5, 6, and 7. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount begins with eight blessings and ends with a warning to be wise persons who build on the rock and not only hear what Jesus says but also do it. When we hear this Sermon on the Mount, we are overwhelmed with the high standards Jesus sets for his disciples. How can we follow Jesus? How can we be spiritual enough to do what he expects of us?


The simple answer is, “We can’t! We cannot follow this high ethical standard Jesus sets.” So what does Matthew give us? Right here in chapter 6 in the very middle of all these hard teachings on discipleship we hear a prayer from Jesus. And not just any prayer. Not “Now I lay me down to sleep.” Not “Oh that you would bless me!”  Jesus gives us a way to address God—Our Abba/Daddy in heaven—and then three “you petitions”: Your name be hallowed; your kingdom come; your will be done.
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I think Jesus gives us a plan in this prayer. First, Jesus teaches us to pray for the holiness of God’s name to be known and then to pray, “Your kingdom come; your will be done.” Did you notice the order of kingdom and then will? Only when we first seek God’s rule can we be able to find God’s will for our lives and for the world. I believe it was Jesus who said, “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33). In other words, if you want to know what God’s will is for your life, pray for God’s rule to be on earth as it is in heaven. When we can see what Divine Graciousness is doing in our world, then we can join that campaign and be part of God’s will. 

On his way to Jerusalem, Jesus says, “If anyone wants to become my follower, let him/her deny self and take up their cross and follow me. For anyone who wants to save his/her life will lose it, and anyone who loses his/her life for my sake will find it (Matthew 16:24-25). When we pray with Jesus and with one another, our focus shifts off of me and my little life and toward the life of God and what God is already doing in our world. The only way we can save our life is to lose it in God’s name, God’s kingdom and God’s will. 

What is God’s will for earth as it is in heaven? Walter Brueggemann writes in his most recent book that the Lord wants us to live as neighbors for what Brueggemann calls “the common good.” 1 After Moses leads the people out of the Egyptian empire of scarcity and consumerism, he takes them to Mount Sinai where they receive the Ten Commandments. There at Mount Sinai the people of God discover that they can give energy to the social network of the neighborhood because the grip of scarcity had been broken by God’s abundance. These Ten Commandments show how to organize social power and social goods for the common benefit of the community.

The book of Deuteronomy provides the blueprint to organize a new social order for those who will soon be entering the Promised Land. In Deuteronomy Moses declares the vision of moving from Pharaoh’s economy of scarcity, fear and anxiety into the Lord’s economy of abundance, love and freedom. In Deuteronomy we find a social ethic in regard to debt, interest, hospitality, collateral, wages, justice, and the needy.  

As we heard today from Deuteronomy 6:24, Moses reminds them that the laws of God are not to punish them but to help them live as neighbors for the common good:  “Then the LORD commanded us to observe all these statutes, to fear the LORD our God, for our lasting good, so as to keep us alive, as is now the case.” He chides them not to fall back into the Pharaoh’s economy of scarcity but to live in the abundance of God for the common good. When we pray, Your name be hallowed; your kingdom come; your will be done, we are praying for the Lord’s common good to be on earth as it is in heaven. 
THE KINGDOM OF GOD

I want to be very clear about how we pray. We do not make God’s name holy, we do not bring in God’s kingdom, and we don’t know all of God’s will. One of my three major professors for my doctorate LOVED Karl Barth, but I didn’t. I did like my professor, David Mueller, for a number of reasons, mainly because he was my doubles tennis partner and we usually won the seminary tennis tournaments each year. In doctorate work we took two seminars from each of our professors, and one of Mueller’s seminars each cycle was required reading of thousands of pages of Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics. Thankfully, we were allowed to read it in English! With that immersion I became a follower of Barth and have developed my preaching style after Barth’s theology. 

Barth had many key influences over the twentieth century, but I will mention two. One, he brought all theology back to the Bible and proposed in 1916 “The Strange New World within the Bible” as a world we need to learn and a language we need to work to hear. When we focus on the Bible we look first at God and then at us, and not vice versa.  Another key influence is that Barth disagreed with the theologians of the previous century as they were working to bring in the kingdom of God. Barth read his Bible and saw that Jesus at no time asks us to bring in the Kingdom/Rule of God. Jesus says we are to look for it, expect it, pray for it, prepare for it, and proclaim it, but we don’t initiate or bring in God’s rule. That’s God’s work, not ours. 

I agree. We do not make God’s name holy and we do not cause God’s kingdom to come. The Israelites did not free themselves from Pharaoh’s economy of scarcity; the Lord did it. Moses called on them to join the Lord on an abundant journey lived under the gifts and laws of Divine Graciousness.  We do not bring in God’s kingdom and God’s will, but we look for where the Lord is already at work and join that Divine effort for the common good. In a few minutes we will discuss our 2011-2012 Mission/Ministry Budget. The question is, “How can the allocation of these financial resources join the Lord in what the Lord is already doing to make the Lord’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven?”

We are not to just sit on our hands, of course. When we treat others—even our enemies—as neighbors, we are participating in the common good the Lord wills to come on earth as it is in heaven. When we give a cup of cold water in the name of a disciple (Matthew 10:42), we are witnesses to the holiness of God’s name. When we care for others, forgive those who have hurt us and resist temptation from the evil one, we are living signs of the kingdom/rule of God which is already happening in our world.

I could not have written this prayer, but Jesus could . . . and he did. In fact, he said a similar prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane when he prayed, “Abba, Father, for you all things are possible; remove this cup from me; yet, not what I want, but what you want” (Mark 14:36). 

It’s not about me. Jesus calls on us to begin our prayer with “your”: Your name be hallowed; your kingdom come; your will be done on earth as it is being done in heaven. Are we brave enough to pray as Jesus taught us? If so, let us pray:

Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever. Amen. 

1 Walter Brueggemann, Journey to the Common Good, Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010
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