Today, we come to one of the most familiar parts of Matthew's Gospel: the Lord's Prayer. The section is called the Lord's Prayer not because He prayed it but because He gave it. As we saw last week, in this section of Jesus' “Sermon on the Mount”, He is warning those listening about practicing their righteousness in order to be seen by other people. As part of that warning, He has warned them not to pray just for the purpose of being praised by men. And, as He gives that warning, He also makes a further statement on prayer, in verses 7-15 – elaborating on the subject even further. For that reason, even though we looked at Matthew 6:1-18 last week, I wanted to spend another week looking at these verses in particular since they – though obviously related to the surrounding context and its emphasis – are a “parenthesis” of sorts with a particular emphasis of their own. 

As we gone through Matthew's Gospel, we have seen that Jesus Christ is the promised Messiah – the Chosen One who has come to rule and shepherd and save God's people. And as the Messiah, we have seen over the last few weeks that He is the authority who teaches us how to live. This emphasis continues this week as we find our Savior and King teaching us how to pray. So let us look at the text together. 

I. The Foundation of our Prayer: God is our Father. 

Before we even get into the prayer itself, and particularly its specific petitions, we must give careful attention to Jesus' introductory words. After addressing the problem of praying publicly in order to be seen by other people and calling His hearers to pray in secret so as to avoid that temptation, Jesus turns to a different problem as he says, “And when you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that they will be heard for their many words” (6:7). Here we have Jesus describing the relationship between pagans and their pagan gods. Many of these pagan gods had to be approached with particular ritual, elaborate ceremony and mindless repetition - like some sort of cosmic candy machine or good luck charm that can be “stroked” or “pacified” into answering. Jesus says the “Gentiles” (meaning those who do not know the true God) “think that they will be heard” because of their “babbling” (the literal meaning of the Greek in this verse). They think that their gods can be pestered or annoyed into answering. This is a picture more of a business relationship or a taskmaster/slave relationship than any sort of personal fellowship between the person and his god. 

In contrast to this, Jesus says, “Do not be like the, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him” (6:8). In contrast to the pagan gods who (apparently) require all sorts of ceremony and ritual and repetition, the true God despises all such showy displays. Rather than a cosmic candy machine, Jesus says the true God is “your Father”. The mere image itself is intended to conjure up an entirely different picture. As opposed to the pagan gods who have to be persuaded and pestered and pacified into listening – and, seemingly, have to be informed of needs, the true God is a Father to His children who already knows what those children need before they even ask Him. The fact that God already knows our needs points us to the deeper reality here: we do not pray to inform God of needs or to gain His favor or persuade Him to answer but to express our dependence on, and trust in, Him as our Father. We do not come to God to put on a show or be someone we're not but to be who we are and honestly speak with Him as our Father – knowing He loves and cares for us. 

The reason it is so important to understand this foundational truth that God is our Father is because this foundational truth makes all the difference in the world in our prayer. The fact that God is our Father means that He listens, so we come to Him in prayer because we know we have His ear. And because He listens, we do not have to heap up pointless phrases or repeat ourselves over and over because He hears. The fact that God is our Father also means that He cares, so we can come to Him boldly and confidently. As Jesus will make clear in the next chapter (Matt. 7:9-11), we can be sure that God is not toying with us but has our best interests at heart because He is our Father. And, as we just mentioned, the fact that God already knows what we need means that we can come to Him honestly and openly – without pretense or pretending. This foundation is crucial. 

It is no surprise then, even after making these points about the true God as opposed to pagan gods, that Jesus continues by saying, “Pray then like this: 'Our Father in heaven...'” (6:9a). Jesus calls us not to interact with a cosmic candy machine or a good luck charm but to fellowship with the One who has rescued us from our sin and redeemed us from the pit and adopted us into His family as beloved children. Once again, the way Jesus teaches us to pray reveals to us some great truths. We have already seen what it means that God is Father – He loves us and cares for us and we can come to Him boldly and confidently and freely. But notice as well that this Father is in heaven. The fact that we can come freely and boldly does not negate that we should also come humbly. Our Father, who loves us and cares for us, is still the sovereign Creator and Lord of all things who keeps the rain and snow in its storehouses and keeps the earth in orbit and the animals fed and who gives us the very breath we are breathing and who could snuff us out in a moment if He so desired. He is kind and compassionate and makes Himself known to us, and He is also high and holy and mighty and unlike us. So we come boldly because He is “Father”, but we also come humbly because He is “in heaven”. And we should notice as well that Jesus calls us to pray to our Father. There is an unavoidable, inescapable corporate element to the prayer. We pray not only for ourselves but for others – particularly brothers and sisters. Moreover, we pray not only by ourselves but with others. He is our Father. 

So, the foundation of our prayer – and the foundation of how Jesus taught us to pray – is the reality that God is our Father. We must begin here or we will miss everything else. Without this foundation, the rest is mere pomp and circumstance – which is the very thing we are trying to avoid. 

II. We should desire, and pray for, what God desires: that He be glorified. 

Understanding the foundation that God is our Father, Jesus then teaches us – in the meat of the prayer – what we should ask for. We should remember, as Jesus just declared, that we do not make these petitions to inform God of anything. Rather, the point seems to be that – in light of the fact that we are in genuine relationship with our Father – we are making clear our hearts as well as expressing our genuine trust in, and dependence on, the One to whom we are making requests. As opposed to what some people seem to intimate about prayer, asking for things (even for yourself) is not bad. In fact, God desires it because it demonstrates faith and submission and reliance and dependence. He calls us to make requests. We should also note that it does not seem that Jesus intended this prayer to be used “word-for-word” necessarily. Such an action would not be wrong or bad, it does seem that Jesus was giving a general model rather than a strict formula. The other prayers in the Bible seem to indicate this because they include elements not found here – elements of thanksgiving and confession as well as other things. 

So, those things noted, how should we pray? What should we pray for? Jesus lists six requests which, when understood rightly, give us a wonderful picture both of what sort of heart we should have ourselves as well as what we should pray for in particular. The first three requests center on God and His purposes. While – as we will see – it is not wrong to make requests for ourselves, the pattern Jesus lays out is one of primary concern for the things of God. Even in our prayers, we should maintain proper priority – if nothing else, so that we might remind ourselves of that priority. 

“...hallowed be your name...”

First, Jesus says we should pray, “...hallowed be your name...” (6:9b). Literally, this is a request for God's name to be “regarded as holy”. In speaking of God's “name”, the emphasis is not on the name so much as God Himself because, in the biblical world, the “name” symbolized the whole person. So, put very simply, this is a request that God's name would be held in high regard. It is a request that people would recognize God for who He is and worship Him as such. It is a request that God would cause this to be the case which flows from a heart that desires it to be the case. 

You see, the Bible is clear that God's greatest desire is that His name be exalted – that is, that He be glorified. Throughout the Old Testament in particular, we see that this was the motivating factor in almost everything God did. As one example, in Isa. 48:11, God – speaking of his interactions with Israel – says, “For my own sake, for my own sake, I do it, for how should my name be profaned? My glory I will not give to another” (for other examples, see Ex. 9:16; 2 Sam. 7:13; 1 Kin. 8:20; Ps. 23:3; 25:11; 31:3; 109:21; 143:11; Ezek. 20:9,14,22,44; 36:21-22; 39:25; Mal. 1:11,14; 4:2). God's fundamental desire in everything He does is to exalt Himself and bring Himself glory. 

And, as His people, we should desire that same reality. Thankfully, one of the foundational realities of salvation is that God gives us a heart and a spirit that treasures, and seeks to exalt, Him instead of ourselves or anyone/thing else (Phil. 2:13). Fundamentally, we ourselves should be seeking to “hallow” His name in our own hearts and lives by treasuring Him above all else and living in such a way that God is exalted and magnified in our lives. And we should desire that other people would feel and act the same way. At the end of the day, we should all be desiring that God be exalted above everyone else – including ourselves. And since we know that only God can change the heart and cause it to want such a thing, we should pray that He would bring it about. The prayer itself (hopefully) expresses the desire of our own heart as well as pleads with God to make it so. 

“...your kingdom come...”

Second, Jesus says we should pray, “...your kingdom come...” (6:10a). Like the first petition, this one focuses on God and something related to Him rather than on us. As we have already seen, the “Kingdom of God” is not a geographical place but a reality. The “Kingdom” is the rule and reign of God. Literally, this is a request that God's authority and sovereignty would be universally recognized and submitted to. Put more simply, it is a request that God would bring the time of His perfect, universal rule in all of its fulness, finality, and glory. This is a request for God to bring the day when everyone and everything submits to Him and praises and Him. It is a request that God would cause this to be the case which flows from a heart that desires it to be the case. 

As with the exaltation of God's name, the Bible is also clear that God is going to institute a comprehensive, final Kingdom in which His authority is unquestioned and unchallenged. In Daniel 2:44, Daniel – interpreting King Nebuchadnezzar's dream – says, “...the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed, nor shall the kingdom be left to another people. It shall break in pieces all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall stand forever....”  Daniel later had a different dream which described in similar terms an eternal kingdom that would belong to “one like a son of man” (Daniel 7:13-14). And Revelation 20-21 hold this hope before us as well. There is coming a day when God's sovereign rule over all things – which is a reality now, whether it is recognized or not – will be universally acknowledged. It will be unqualified and unquestioned. 

And, as His people, we should long for the day when that Kingdom comes. Once again, as part of salvation, we begin (or at least ought to begin) to set our hopes on something beyond this world. We are called to be people who store up treasure in heaven and look forward to the eternal city whose designer and builder is God (Heb. 11:10,13-16,24-26). We should be longing for the day when the Kingdom of God – which according to John and Jesus has already been inaugurated – comes in all of its fulness. This was the attitude of the disciples (Acts 1:6), Paul (1 Cor. 16:22), and John (Rev. 22:20), and it should be our heart as well. On the one hand, we should examine our lives and hearts to see if they truly reflect a heart that is set on the Kingdom or something else. We should examine our own hearts to see if we are submitting to God's rule and reign in our own lives. Then, we should be calling, and encouraging, others to do the same. And as part of this desire, we should be praying that God would bring this about, because only He can bring the Kingdom and only He can change a heart to value, and long for, that Kingdom. 

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

The third petition is very similar to the other two in that it centers on God and what God desires and wants. Jesus says we should pray, “...your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (6:10b). In a sense, this is very similar to the prayer that God's kingdom would come because in heaven (signifying the place where God dwells), God's will is done perfectly – even by Satan himself (Job 1:6-12; 2:1-6). Very simply, this third request is a request that God's will would be done on the earth just like it is done in heaven. Literally, this is a request that God's desires and “wants” would be carried out. It is a request that God would bring this about which flows from a heart that truly desires it to come about. 

Once again, God has made clear that His creatures are to walk according to His will and word. Throughout the Scriptures, we see the basic reality that knowing and following God rightly and truly involves submitting to His will and obeying His wishes. When God called Joshua in Joshua 1, He told him to be careful “to do according to all the law that Moses my servant commanded you” (Josh. 1:7). Psalm 1 says that the man who is blessed is the one whose “delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night” (Ps. 1:2). Presumably, that man is blessed because He not only delights in, and meditates on, God's law but obeys it! Even in the New Testament, Jesus says, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” And He calls His disciples to go and make disciples, baptizing them and teaching them to obey all that He commanded. Part of the very essence of knowing and following God is obeying Him. 

And, once again, as His people, we – of all people – should long for His will to be done and for His desires to be carried out. As we have seen, in salvation, God gives us a heart that longs to obey Him, and that sort of heart will long for others to obey Him as well. At the end of the day, we – as His people – should long for His will to be done more than anyone else's – including our own. And we should examine our own hearts to see if we are walking according to that will (1 Pet. 1:15). And – as Jesus makes clear in Matthew 6 - because we know that only God can give a person a heart that wants to do His will and can do His will (Ezek. 11:19-20; Phil. 2:12-13), we should pray that He would bring it about. 

Ultimately, all three of the initial petitions center on God and His glory. Fundamentally, a heart that honors God rightly and follows Him appropriately should value God and what He wants over everything else – even over ourselves and what we want. And that should be reflected in our prayers. Our prayers should indicate a heart that desires, first and foremost, that God be glorified. They should indicate a heart that longs to see God exalted and magnified and submitted to and obeyed and praised. So it is worth asking ourselves: Does my heart value and long for what God values and longs for? Does my heart want what He wants? What do my prayers reveal that I value? If the answer is not good, we should cry out to God to change our hearts so that we love what He loves and want what He wants. And we should soak ourselves in the word so that our hearts and minds and ways might be more conformed to God's heart and mind and way. This is what we should want, and this is how we should pray. 

III. We should come to Him with our needs. 

The second set of petitions Jesus gives have a radically different focus. After starting with requests centered on God and His plans and purposes, Jesus encourages us to make requests for things that we need. Before looking at the specific requests, we should note a couple of things in general. First, we should note that it is okay to pray for ourselves and things we need. There is an idea that sometimes floats around among Christians that we should not pray for ourselves but for others. Granted, if our prayers are totally self-focused, that is a problem. But Jesus calls us to pray for our own needs as well as the needs of others. In fact, refusing to ask God for things – while possibly appearing selfless, and therefore righteous – is actually extremely arrogant.  As we have already seen, God is our Father. We do not ask for these things to inform Him. Rather, we ask to express dependence on Him, and failing to ask is declaring that we do not need Him – an arrogant thought indeed. Second, we should note that these personal requests center on needs – not just wants or preferences. While we should remember that God is our Father and loves us and delights to give us good things, we should also remember that He knows what is best, and He is not some “errand boy for our wandering desires”, as Bob Dylan says. So, what should we pray for with regard to ourselves? 

“Give us this day our daily bread...”

First, Jesus says we should pray, “Give us this day our daily bread...” (6:11). This is a simple request for physical provision. It is interesting to note that the request is not extravagant – it is a request, as we mentioned, for what is needed. And we should note as well that it is a request for daily bread for this day. There is an inherent expectation that we will trust God today for today's needs and then tomorrow for tomorrow's needs. 

This request rests on the basic assumption – attested throughout the Bible – that, ultimately, God is the source of all our daily provision (whether we acknowledge it or not). Ps. 104:14-15 declares, “You [God] cause the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate, that he may bring forth food from the earth and wine to gladden the heart of man, oil to make his face shine and bread to strengthen man's heart.” Deut. 8:18 even makes clear that the strength to work and get food comes from God. Our physical provision comes from His hand. 

And, for those who are God's people, we should make a concerted effort to recognize this reality. As I mentioned, God is the ultimate source of provision for everyone – whether they acknowledge it or not, but we are called to openly acknowledge that reality by humbling trusting the Lord to provide (Matt. 6:25-33) and, as this text makes clear, by asking God to provide it. As God's people, we – of all people – should recognize that everything we have is given to us, and this realization should be clearly demonstrated in our prayers. We should come to God and ask Him to provide for us. This will humble us by remind us that we need God and His provision – even for the simplest things like daily bread. And this will comfort us by keeping us from being anxious about those provisions because we know God will take care of them. 

“...and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.”

The fifth petition overall, and second in this section, centers on another – very different – need: the need for forgiveness. Jesus says we should pray, “...and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (6:12). Like the request for daily bread, this one focuses on us and a particular need we have. However, this need is not physical but spiritual. It is a simple request that God would forgive our sins. The word “debts” was a word that referred to far more than just monetary debt. It referred to any sense of owing someone something, and when we have sinned, we have incurred a debt – not of money but of something far worse: death. 

Once again, this request rests on a basic assumption: God is the only One that can truly forgive sin (Isa. 43:25; Mark 2:7; Luke 5:21). If our sins are to be forgiven, He must do it. But why is it such a big deal to have sins forgiven? It is a big deal because if sins are not forgiven, they bring death (Rom. 6:23). Our deepest, most fundamental need as human beings is forgiveness, and that must come from God. 

And if we truly recognize this reality, as Jesus calls us to do, we will come to the Lord and plead with Him to forgive our sins. Like David in Psalm 51, we will recognize that the presence of sin in our lives – that has not been repented of or forgiven – is a terrible stain that will affect everything we do. Just like we come to God and ask Him to meet our physical need for bread, we should come to Him and ask Him to meet our need for forgiveness. No doubt, we should repent to other people against whom we have sinned, but we should seek forgiveness first and foremost from God Himself (Ps. 51:4). 

And, interestingly, we should make sure that we ourselves are forgiving others. This is really the only petition in the entire prayer that is elaborated upon. Jesus calls us to pray that God would forgive our sins as we have forgiven those who sin against us. This reality is assumed in the prayer, but Jesus elaborates on it in verses 14-15: “For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you, but if you do not forgive others their trespasses, niether will your Father forgive your trespasses.” This is a serious warning: if we are going to pray that God would forgive us, we need to be readily forgiving others. Truly, the measure we use will be used against us (Matt. 7:1-2). The Bible is clear that failing to forgive will actually hinder our prayers (Ps. 66:18), and later on, Matthew will make this same point that failing to forgive will bring judgment from God (Matt. 18:23-35). If we ourselves have experienced the grace and mercy of God in forgiveness, we will be forgiving others. Scripture calls us to this (Eph. 4:32), and it ought to be (and will be) a reality if we truly understand the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ. 

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

The final petition in this section is very similar to the others while focusing on yet another need that we will have. Jesus says we should pray, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (6:13). Once again, this is a legitimate need that Jesus calls us to bring before God: our need for protection. If we are going to make it through the various temptations and evil circumstances we will encounter, we need God to help us. 

Once again, there are some basic Biblical assumptions underneath this. First of all, the Bible is clear that we are in a war against enemies who are stronger than us (Eph. 6:12; 1 Pet. 5:8). There is someone trying to destroy us. And the Bible is clear that, at the end of the day, our only hope is that God is our refuge and will not let us fall or fail or be overcome (Ps. 9:9-10; 46:1,6-7). And the glorious reality for those of us who belong to Christ and are God's children is that God has promised protect us from those enemies who seek to destroy us. Paul, in 2 Thess. 3:3 declares, “But the Lord is faithful. He will establish you and guard you against the evil one.” 

We need someone stronger than us to protect us against enemies stronger than us, and God can do (and will do) just that. And in light of that knowledge, according to Jesus, we should ask our Father to do just that: to keep and guard us and protect us.  

Ultimately, the last three petitions in this model prayer are all acknowledgments that we need the Lord. We need Him to provide for us and forgive us and protect. Just as we are called to desire what God desires and want what He wants (the first half of the prayer), we are also called to humble ourselves before the Lord and make our requests to Him and ask Him to meet our needs. In this way, we are treating Him as the Father that He is. And as we do this, we are truly praying. 

