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My first recollected exposure to our text today was early on in my life. I was raised in the 
Presbyterian Church so the tradition of weekly recital of the Lord’s Prayer was very familiar. In 
my teen years it occurred to me that I could recite the Lord’s Prayer not only with my eyes and 
ears closed, but with my mind shut as well! One thing that caught my attention with this passage 
this week is that Luke places it very close to a verse that says, “Avoid meaningless repetition” in 
prayer. I vividly recall one Sunday morning, probably 16-17 years old, watching as the 
congregation stood to say the prayer. Parents were scolding children, men were yawning, teens 
were talking, and everyone seemed to be quite inattentive to the prayer. These people, I self-
righteously judged, were repeating the Lord’s Prayer with absolutely no meaning. 
 
Some time has passed since that time. But now I find myself asking if we just go through the 
motions in all of our worship? Have we reduced the prayer of confession, the assurance of 
pardon, the Apostles’ Creed, the singing of hymns, and so on, to meaningless repetition? 
 
The prayer is actually found in two places, Matthew 6 and Luke 11. Both passages, while located 
in the Synoptic Gospels, provide very different stations for our Lord’s Prayer.  
 
Let’s first look at the more familiar text from Matthew 6 (verses 1-18). It is a section that is 
smack in the middle of the Sermon on the Mount. It opposes the religious piety of the day, the 
piety of the Pharisees and other religious leaders. Their giving, their prayers, and their fasts were 
done for show, for peer approval, and for feeding their ego! In contrast, Jesus tells his followers 
to do their giving, praying, and fasting in secret. It is in this setting that we find the Lord’s 
Prayer. It is a model prayer. It is given to persons who prayed, but whose prayer had faulty 
motivation. Perhaps people prayed thoughtlessly and mindlessly. 
 
In contrast, Luke places the prayer in a very different location. The passage in Luke is in the 
middle of a paragraph that includes succinct yet powerful teachings on prayer. Luke sets it up 
masterfully. He simply says Jesus was praying in a certain place. Some polite disciple, having 
waited for Jesus to finish, says, Lord, teach us to pray. Then Jesus honors the request with what 
we call the Lord’s Prayer. What follows in this chapter is first a parable of a man who knocks on 
a friend’s door—a friend who will eventually respond: a lesson to be persistent in prayer (vss. 5-
8). Then there is more encouragement to pray (9-10). Ask, seek, and knock because God answers 
our request. And the grand conclusion (11-13): a father who gives good gifts. Our God is a good 
parent. These are encouragement’s to try prayer. 
 
The prayer in Luke is a learner’s prayer, a beginner’s prayer. It is for those who do not have the 
courage to pray. So Jesus encourages and gives words to pray. 
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Lord, teach us to pray, the disciple requests. Jesus responds unlike in Matthew to pray in this 
manner, or in this way, but Jesus says When you pray,  . . .say. This is a learner’s prayer. These 
are the words to be used verbatim, biblically, personally, word for word, in prayer! 
 
I have always had quite a different assumption. I have always thought that real prayer, the type 
God honors, comes spontaneously. It has always been my assumption that spontaneity indicates 
sincerity. A memorized prayer, therefore, or a preplanned prayer or a written prayer has not 
coincided with these assumptions. But another supposition that we hold in the Reformed 
Tradition is that our ultimate authority of faith and life is Scripture. So it is, we go back to the 
OT and NT for our beliefs and our actions. If that be true, and I steadfastly hold to that, the 
directive from Luke is clear: Utilize the Lord’s Prayer! It is to be memorized. It is to be 
understood. It is to be prayed. The Lord’s Prayer is for learners . . . for new converts and for the 
rest of us who are still learning to pray, even after 5, 10, 40, or 60 years in Christ. 
 
Sometimes we think saying the Lord’s Prayer is risky business. Risky because saying the same 
thing over and over will produce hollow words and empty phrases. Or so we think. But that 
depends on who is speaking and on who is listening. There are three words that I say over and 
over to Leslie. No variety in word order and often without another phrase to add substance to the 
meaning. Three words that are so loaded with meaning that I can say them every time afresh. 
The three words are “I love you.” And she has never tired of hearing them. I know there are 
possibilities of this prayer becoming empty and repetitious, but when the prayer comes from the 
heart, the words can go on forever. The Lord’s Prayer is commendable for our daily use because 
Jesus suggested it. Moreover, it is recommended for its contents. 
 
The prayer is God-centered. Notice how it begins: Our Father who art in heaven. Then, after the 
address it becomes totally concerned with God. Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. Thy 
will be done. Only after discussion of God’s agenda does the prayer turn inward, Give us . . 
forgive us. . ., lead us. One of the beauties of this prayer is that God is given the supreme place. 
We deal with God before we deal with ourselves. Isn’t that different and refreshing? 
 
We live in a consumer society. We live in an age when, it seems, the first is first and always 
inward. But this perspective goes back some distance in time. Even the author and humorist 
Mark Twain was raised in a selfish era. In his autobiography, one that ends with bitterness and 
alienation from God, Twain recounts his early years in Hannibal, Missouri. This story testifies to 
problems inherent in self-absorbed prayer.  
 
“Mrs. Horr was a New England lady of middle age with New England ways and principles and 
she always opened school with prayer and a chapter from the NT; also she explained the chapter 
with a brief talk. In one of these talks she dwelt upon the text, ‘Ask and ye shall receive,’ and 
said that whosoever prayed for a thing in earnestness and strong desire need not doubt that his 
prayer would be answered.  
 
I was so forcibly struck by this information and so gratified by the opportunities it offered that 
this was probably the first time I had heard of it. I thought I would give it a trial. I believed in 
Mrs. Horr thoroughly and I had no doubts as to the result. I prayed for gingerbread. Margaret 
Kooneman, who was the baker’s daughter, brought a slab of gingerbread to school every 
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morning; she had always kept it out of sight before but when I finished my prayer and glanced 
up, there it was in easy reach and believe I never enjoyed an answer to prayer more than I 
enjoyed that one; and I was a convert, too. I had no end of wants and they had always remained 
unsatisfied up to that time, but I meant to supply them and extend them now that I had found out 
how to do it. 
 
But this dream was like almost all other dreams we indulge in in life: there was nothing in it. I 
did as much praying during the next two or three days as any one in that town, I suppose, and I 
was very sincere and earnest about it, too, but nothing came of it. I found that not even the most 
powerful prayer was competent to lift that gingerbread again, and I came to the conclusion that 
if a person remains faithful to his gingerbread and keeps his eye on it he need not trouble himself 
about your prayers.” 
 
A sad experiment in self-absorbed prayer . . . The Lord’s Prayer, in contrast, is an anti-consumer 
prayer. It centers on God and not on our will. God must always come first. Don’t get me wrong, 
petitions have their place, but the Lord’s Prayer helps shape our perspective. The prayer does 
more than shape our focus. It draws us into intimate relationship with God. 
 
With the exception of Jesus’ prayer on the Cross (My God, my God why have you forsaken me?), 
every time Jesus addressed God he called God, Father. Jesus had other options. Jesus had other 
forms of addressing God at his disposal: Yahweh, God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, 
the most high God, Master, and so forth. Did you know that nowhere in the Old Testament is 
God addressed in prayer as Father? Yet this is the title that Jesus selects. And this is the name 
that Jesus allows us to use as we speak to God! 
 
Jesus also used the word Abba in addressing God. This was a tender, affectionate, everyday 
family word during Jesus’ time. It was from the vocabulary of children, young and grown, for 
their father. It was a word used confidently and securely, yet reverently and obediently.  
 
Jesus broke new ground in addressing God as Father, so he broke new ground in calling God 
Abba. Later, Paul writes to the church in Rome, You have received a Spirit of adoption by which 
we cry out Abba, Father (Romans 8:15). Jesus introduces us to an intimate relationship with God 
through prayer. 
 
The Lord’s Prayer, it is packed with meaning. It calls us into intimacy with God. It focuses on 
God. It gives us the right perspective. It is a prayer to be prayed. 
 
I commend it to you . . . for your personal use . . . for your family’s use . . . for the 
congregation’s use. Hear Jesus when he instructs, When you pray, say, 
 

Father, hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come. 

Give us each day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our sins, 

for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. 
And do not bring us to the time of trial. 
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The message is from sermons that I preached over the years that I have been in the pastorate. I have compiled them 
from the notes I made before they were preached. I do not know where I found some of the material contained here. 
I may have borrowed it, as a whole or in part, from others. I simply do not remember. If this is the case, I apologize 
right now, and that our combined efforts will glorify God.  


