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9th Sunday after Pentecost ~ Series C ~ July 29, 2007

Teach Us to Pray


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Luke 11:1-13, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


How many of you are satisfied with your prayer life?  Do you pray as often as you ought?  Do you feel like you have trouble finding the right words to say?  Do you expect to be heard when you pray?  Does prayer really make a difference?  These are common questions that most every Christian wrestles with.  I know I sure have.  But God’s Word does not leave us in the dark about prayer.


Prayer is one of the essential ingredients for fueling a life that will be busy doing the will of God.  Jesus recognized this fact and spent much time in prayer.  As our text begins, we are told that Jesus was praying.  Jesus was a very busy man, but he was never so busy that he did not find time for prayer.


Jesus’ disciples were attracted by their Master’s habit of prayer.  They knew He has a special relationship with the heavenly Father.  Therefore, after Jesus had finished praying in a certain place, one of His disciples said to Him, “Lord, teach us to pray…” (Luke 11:1).


You’ll notice that Jesus didn’t say, “Just pray from your heart, whatever you feel.”  Jesus gave the disciples specific requests, specific words, which we know today as the Lord’s Prayer.”  It is a model prayer.  And you can certainly never have a better pattern for your own prayers than the Lord’s Prayer.  

In his Large Catechism, Martin Luther explains why every Christian should pray this prayer every day:

“And we should be the more persuaded and induced to pray because, in addition to the command and promise, God comes to our aid and puts into our mouths the words we are to use, that we may know how sincerely He is interested in our needs and may never doubt that such prayer is pleasing to Him and shall surely be heard, so this prayer is superior to any that we may be disposed to frame for ourselves for in that our consciences might ever be endowed and say, ‘I have prayed, but who knows if it pleases God, or if I have used the right form and measure?’  There is no more admirable prayer on earth, than the Lord’s Prayer, because it bears the superior testimony that God loves to hear it.  We should not surrender it for all the riches in the world.”


Would you like Jesus to teach you how to pray?  Listen closely to the words He gives you in the prayer He taught.  Use this prayer often as part of your own prayer life.  Use this prayer as a model and pattern for your own prayers.


The Lord’s Prayer is neither a mantra nor a mysterious ritual effective through the mere speaking of the words.  Jesus warns against such praying in Matthew 6:7.  To pray the Lord’s Prayer in a God-pleasing way we need to understand what we are praying.  Thus, properly praying each petition involves the process of “word association,” as is often seen on television game shows.  When the host announces a word such as “snow,” the audience immediately thinks “winter.”  When the host says “wet,” the audience thinks “water.”


Similarly, each time we pray one of the petitions of the Lord’s Prayer, God desires our minds to immediately recall petition explanations pleasing to Him.  May the Spirit of God enable you to recall the following explanations as you approach His throne in prayer, and grant you understanding of His words and the blessings He promises.  Let’s take a brief look at each of those petitions now.


“Our Father, Who art in heaven.”  

One can hardly improve on Martin Luther’s commentary on this first petition: “God would by these words tenderly invite us to believe that we are His true children, so that we may with all boldness and confidence ask Him as dear children ask their dear Father.”  Furthermore, St. Paul writes to the Galatians: “And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba, Father!’  Therefore you are no longer a slave but a son; and if a son, then an heir through God” (Galatians 4:6-7).


“Hallowed be Thy name.”  

It almost seems foolish to pray, “hallowed be Thy name.”  God’s name is certainly already holy in itself.  Our prayers cannot make God’s name any holier than it already is.  However, our Lord is asking that we pray that His name may be kept holy among us.


But how is this done?  First, Christians need to remember that the devil is promoting anti-God teachings all over the world.  An incredible fifty-three percent of the U.S. population is now involved in some type of non-Christian religion.  Scientology—a cult dedicated to undermining both church and state—is promoted by Hollywood celebrities.  The Latter Day Saints teach a “further revelation” from Joseph Smith that tells you how Jesus has supposedly opened the way for man to work out his own salvation after death and even achieve god-like status.    

The New Age movement focuses on “finding God within you” by and is promoted in various venues, including television shows like Oprah, and books like “The Secret.”  And we all know about the rampant growth of Islam all across the world.  Each of these anti-Christian movements has been working zealously to recapture the minds of citizens and force them back into bondage. 


Thus, we hallow the Lord’s name by praying the Lord’s Prayer daily, privately, and together with others in worship.  This is a powerful public testimony that believers in Christ intend to oppose the spread of all false doctrine, both where they live and in foreign lands.


We also “hallow” God’s name among us when we lead a life pleasing to Him.  Too often we say, “hallowed be Thy name,” but then permit the devil to “unhallow” our words with ungodly actions.  Earthly father are shamed when their sons and daughters disgrace them through careless speech, filthy stories, and little white lies.  So also our heavenly Father is scorned and dishonored when we curse, speak lightly of things of God, or act in unloving ways toward those around us.


Pray daily the words Jesus taught.  With His living Word at work in us, we can stand up for God’s name and teachings.  Then, with the great joy of His forgiveness, we will live a life pleasing to our gracious and forgiving Father.


“Thy kingdom come.”  

“When you pray,” Jesus said, “say ‘Thy kingdom come.’”  The word “kingdom” immediately brings to mind geographical areas where kings or other world leaders rule.  God’s kingdom, however, is not limited to earthly boundaries or borders.  Wherever God’s Word and Spirit control the thinking and life of a person, there is God’s kingdom.  A Christian living in a remote area, even under a tyrant, can rejoice as a member of God’s gracious kingdom because Christ rules his heart and life.


Praying Jesus’ words, “Thy kingdom come,” gives daily encouragement and hope for life.  Even though believers in Jesus know that “the whole world lies in the power of the evil one” (1 John 5:19), they can begin each day with confidence, knowing who is really in control.  Christ empowers Christians with His Good Friday death and Easter resurrection victory.  This confidence of victory is part of God’s gracious gift to all in whom He lives and who, thus, live in His kingdom.


But there is more.  Much more!  Our Father is asking (yes, even commanding!) us to pray for everything that He Himself possesses.  Jesus said: “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you.”  As St. Paul reminds us, our Father can do “exceeding abundantly beyond all that we ask or think” (Ephesians 3:20).  He is angered if we do not confidently ask Him for these things.  


Imagine the world’s most powerful leader coming upon the poorest of the poor in a slum in India and saying, “Ask me for whatever you want, I want to give you the very best and most expensive I have.”  If the destitute man were to then request only a morsel of bread, the powerful ruler would surely be offended.  


Likewise, our heavenly Father desires that we pray for and expect “big things” as His kingdom comes among us.  The second verse of the hymn we just sang expresses it well: “Thou art coming to a King.  Large petitions with thee bring; For His grace and power are such, None can ever ask too much.”


“Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  

We, as followers of Christ, face fierce spiritual forces who are in rebellion against God, and determined to destroy us.  Without God we are helpless against the devil and his schemes.  But God rules everything by His Word.  When His Word is preached on earth, His will is being carried out, even though the devil will do his best to obstruct it.


Jesus has not left us to fight the devil alone.  Shortly after announcing wonderful promises regarding prayer, Jesus promised us protection from the devil and all the problems he causes.  With His perfect life, death, and resurrection, Christ has defeated Satan.  With joy, we can pray daily “Thy will be done.”  Then with confidence in God’s Word, we move ahead with courage, knowing that our loving Father will protect us from the evil one.


“Give us this day our daily bread.”  

Six of the seven petitions in the Lord’s Prayer deal with spiritual matters.  So, we might be tempted to say, “God is not really interested in our day-to-day life.”  But this is not so!  God is concerned about every hair on our head.  Of course, we may recognize in a general way that God provides us with all we need for body and soul.  However, when we pray each day “give us this day our daily bread,” God enables us to recognize and thank Him as the source of all blessings.


“Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  

Becoming a Christian brings a totally new existence.  Yet our new life continues to be filled with conflicts between family members, friends, and people we meet each day.  We confess with St. Paul, “For what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing” (Romans 7:19).


Our situation is so desperate we need to be reminded of God’s forgiveness daily, yes hourly!  Each time we pray, “forgive us our trespasses,” we are assured that “if we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).


Jesus told us to pray, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.”  Misunderstood, the second part of this expression might seem to make human forgiveness precede divine forgiveness.  However, the emphasis is not on the sequence.  Rather, just as the Father restores fellowship through forgiveness, so also His children not only should do among themselves, but can do so, because they have experienced the forgiving goodness of the Father.  


Prayer and forgiveness go hand in hand.  The heart that lacks the confidence of God’s gracious forgiveness will never dare to pray.  Forgive others as God has forgiven you.  Then, pray with confidence in the joy of forgiveness!


“And lead us not into temptation.”  

Why would Jesus tell us to pray “Our Father” and then also say “And lead us not into temptation”?  If our heavenly Father truly loves us, would He tempt us?  

No, God “does not tempt anyone” (James 1:13).  When we pray “lead us not into temptation,” we are asking our Father to not permit us to be tempted.

Correct understanding of this petition both comforts our hearts and keeps our focus correct regarding the spiritual reality of daily life: the devil is tireless in his attacks.  Often, at the moment we feel the most secure, we will receive an attack more subtle and more threatening than anything we previously experienced.


Look at some of your friends.  There was a time when they went to church, prayed, and praised the Lord Jesus.  Now they are not interested in God, their lives reflect the ways of the world, and their souls are obviously in danger, sliding toward the abyss of hell.  Other friends may claim to believe in God, yet their lives revolve around money and materialism.  

Outside of Christ no one has protection from the onslaught of the devil.  Unless we are protected by God and His living Word, what has happened to our friends can also happen to us.  Pray the Lord’s Prayer daily.  When we come to the words, “Lead us not into temptation,” we can speak them with the conviction of belief and the joy of relief that God gives us: while in Christ’s care, the devil may tempt us, but he cannot destroy us!

“But deliver us from evil.”  

Jesus instructs us to end our prayer by asking God to “deliver us from evil.”  Our Savior placed these words at the end of the Lord’s Prayer for a reason.  If we pray to be protected and delivered from all evil, then the other petitions must come first: God’s name must be hallowed in us, His kingdom must come, and His will must be done among us.  Through this God will preserve us from sin and shame and from everything else that harms or injures us.

In all our prayers to God we dare never forget that the devil is behind every struggle, every tear, and every discouragement, that we face.  Our understanding of this life and death struggle become much clearer when we understand that, when Jesus spoke this petition, He actually said “deliver us from the Evil One.”  St. Peter writes that the devil “prowls about like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  For this reason we need to pray the Lord’s Prayer each day, not only on Sundays or special occasions.

God invites us to believe that He is our true Father and that we are His true children, so that we may with all boldness and confidence ask Him as dear children ask their dear father.  That’s why your adoption through Baptism is so important.  In fact, in the early Church a person was taught the Lord’s Prayer only after he was baptized.  This was to indicate outwardly that only after being miraculously adopted as God’s child in Baptism can anyone truly call Him “Father.”

Through your Baptism God has adopted you.  Now your heavenly Father wants you to be bold and open when you pray.  He wants you to address Him directly and intimately as “Daddy.”  Don’t hold back.  Just as a little child climbs into his father’s lap to talk about anything and everything that is on his mind, your heavenly Father is asking you to do the same.

Let’s climb up in our heavenly Father’s lap and speak to Him right now!  Dear Father, teach us to call You “Father” in all things.  Give us the confidence to approach You in prayer, even regarding small things in our lives.  Thank You, Father, for promising not only to hear our simple prayers, but also to answer them.  We pray to you in absolute confidence, in the name of Jesus, Your crucified and resurrected Son.  Amen.

You can pray this prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, or any prayer in Jesus’ name, confident that your heavenly Father will hear you.  That’s because you are His beloved child, and you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 

