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Matthew 6, NL, Lord’s Prayer, January 29, 2023 

 This morning our Gospel text incudes the Lord’s Prayer, one of the most beloved and familiar prayers in 

the world.  Some of us were discussing when we remembered learning the Lord’s Prayer; do you remember 

when or how you learned it?  Some recalled a particular person who taught them or a particular occasion for 

which they learned it.  Others, me included, just absorbed the prayer through weekly church attendance as a 

child without conscious effort or specificity.  While the way we come to know this prayer may vary, one thing I 

do believe is true for most of us, is that it is deeply embedded within us.  For example, I can think of instances 

where I communed someone with dementia who was mostly unable to speak, but when the Lord’s Prayer was 

recited, they would join in, because it is stored in some profoundly central place within our souls.  Phil recalls 

how his grandfather, on his deathbed, was visited by his pastor.  When the Pastor prayed the Lord’s prayer in 

English, his grandfather prayed it alongside in Norwegian, the language in which he first learned it as a child.  

This is a prayer that is within our spiritual core from childhood to our last breath, well worth some reflection 

this morning.  And if we look at this prayer through fresh eyes we realize this:  It is simple and it is brief.  Yet 

meaningful and heartfelt.  

 The best place to being our reflections is clearly the beginning of this simple prayer, where Jesus opens 

by saying, “Our Father”.  Right then and there, He has said a mouthful.  In fact, arguably, you could just pray 

those two words and conclude with an Amen, and you’d have covered a whole lot of ground.  Why do I say 

that?  Because those two opening words lay out the entire parameter of not only the Lord’s Prayer but the 

Christian life.  Firstly, they recognize that we are in relationship to God; a relationship that is parental in nature; 

God is like a father.  In truth, the word for father is Abba, which might be better translated Daddy or Papa—it 

implies a fondness, an intimacy that goes beyond the formality of the word “father”.  This is the kind of 

relationship Christ had with the Creator of the stars, and this is the kind of relationship He models for us to have 

also.  Not a relationship with God kept at arm’s length, or so formal as to be stiff and lifeless, but a genuine 

love, as between a child and that child’s papa.  Notice also that there is a specificity to this form of address:  it’s 
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not a prayer to some generic, cosmic, nameless Universal life force.  While such a prayer might recognize the 

transcendence and mystery of God, which is all to the good, a steady diet of such prayer would seem to me to 

address a deity that is just too generic and abstract to be helpful.  Jesus doesn’t merely pray to the universe or 

the substance of the cosmos or what have you---he prays to the Lord, to the God of the Scriptures, to His Abba, 

His Papa.  He encourages us to do likewise.  We are in a close relationship to God, a God we know by name.   

 And yet, “Our Father” doesn’t just establish the vertical relationship, so to speak, between ourselves and 

God; it also in the very first word establishes the horizontal relationship between ourselves and others.  Because 

it’s OUR Father, not MY Father.  It’s not all about me!  Throughout this prayer, the collective pronoun is used.  

Our Father.   Give us this day our daily bread.  Forgive us our trespasses.  This is a prayer for all of us, a prayer 

that insists we are not living in a sealed room with God, just me and Jesus being as holy as can be, but that we 

are part of a collective “our-ness” ---- we are in this world and a part of a family of believers.  To the extent that 

any of us can fully grasp our relatedness to God and the rest of humanity, the first two words of this prayer have 

been at work within us.   

 Right on the heels of that opening comes an expression of praise — “Hallowed be Thy name.”  Being in 

conversation with God, recognizing that God is present with us, very naturally moves us to praise, and we 

declare God to be holy; holy as in exalted, other, powerful, loving.  Holy as in uniquely being God.  This 

petition places us on a footing of awe and reverence with God.  

Let’s look next at the line, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth, as it is in heaven.”    Is 

God’s kingdom come?  Is God’s will done on earth? We could collect all kinds of evidence to the contrary—

just this week there have been two mass shootings, representative of so much senseless violence in our nation 

and our world.   But maybe our recognition that God’s will is not always done on earth, and that God’s kingdom 

is not always realized among us is the very energy that propels this petition of the prayer.   Now some of a 

quibbling mindset might quibble---but why pray for God’s will to be done; isn’t God’s will done regardless of 

our prayer?  Can we impact the doing of God’s will?  I will defer to Martin Luther in considering those 
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questions, as he said, “The kingdom of God comes indeed without our prayer, of itself; but we pray in this 

petition that it may come unto us also.  And he adds--The good and gracious will of God is done indeed without 

our prayer; but we pray in this petition that it may be done among us also.  So, in a world overshadowed by the 

enormous potential for human evil, as well as human good, it is crucial that people of faith pray for God’s 

kingdom to come and God’s will to be done in such a way that we both experience it and help to create it for 

others.   

 How would we know if God’s kingdom is being realized or God’s will being done?  The next two 

petitions of the prayer may help answer that question.  “Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our 

debt, as we forgive our debtors.”  Remember that Jesus is teaching this prayer to peasants who literally had 

concerns about receiving that day’s sustenance.  Might this teach us that God’s kingdom comes and God’s will 

is done, when everyone receives their daily bread?   

And what about the petition involving “debt” and “debtors”?   Sometimes differing words are used in 

place of “debt” and “debtors”.  In the Gospel of Luke, where we can also find the Lord’s Prayer, the Greek 

word used in this petition is hamartia, which is often translated “sin” or possibly “trespass.”   That’s the version 

most churches, including our own use:  “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us”, 

we typically pray.  But in Matthew the word used in this same petition is ofeilhmata, which names those things 

that are owed. With Matthew’s choice of words, Jesus recognizes debt.  Debt, both spiritual and literal debt.  As 

one commentator pointed out, “one aspect of Jewish life under Roman occupation was that people were being  

driven off their hereditary landholdings by artificially created tribute-debt, which was bled from them to build 

Roman cities that were showcases for the power and wealth of the foreign overlords. The web of debt that Jesus 

addresses is part of a system of domination put in place by a foreign dominion.”   Did you follow that?  1st C. 

Jewish peasants lived within a web of debt.  They well understood what it meant to be in debt and the 

significance of having a debt forgiven.  But wait, that’s not so different from us, is it?  We also live in a society 

that is currently built on an economy of debt.  We take debt for granted, maybe even think of it as a good thing, 
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but that was by no means always the case!  Our grandparents and certainly their parents considered debt not 

only bad, but an actual moral sin. Some years ago, I took a financial course, the Dave Ramsey “Financial 

Peace” class, and he makes this observation. “Credit practically didn’t exist, as we know it, just fifty years ago, 

but today, we can’t imagine living without car loans and credit cards!  The thought of actually paying with cash 

at a department store has become somewhat of a novelty.  Can you imagine that in 1970 only 15% of 

Americans had a credit card?  Today, 77% of adults have at least one card, and the average cardholder has more 

than seven cards!”    I find that a compelling overview of how quickly our society has become debt friendly 

and debt ridden.  Yet, our debt can take us down.  Student loans in and of themselves are crippling our young 

people.  Car loans and mortgages rules many lives.  Maybe in these tough economic times, the translation of 

debt is especially appropriate.  Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.  When we married, Phil’s Dad 

gave us an amazing wedding gift:  he took on Phil’s student loans and paid them off for us.  Our debts were 

forgiven!  What a huge difference that made for a young couple of pastors starting out.  To have a debt forgiven 

is huge!  A debt is something we owe to someone; something left unpaid or undone; something not followed 

through on, a promise not kept, a relationship not maintained, an obligation left unmet.  We all see what 

happens when debt becomes overwhelming; whether financial or personal debt or national debt; too much debt 

paralyzes the system, and it all comes crashing down.  So perhaps, God’s kingdom is realized, and God’s will is 

done when people not only have their daily bread, but they don’t live imprisoned or paralyzed by debt.  And 

doesn’t that point us in some directions as to how we can be a part of God’s kingdom coming and God’s will 

being done?  We can help ensure that all receive their daily bread, as we do through our many generous gifts to 

local food shelf and God’s Barnyard and the World Hunger Appeal.  We can work towards erasing huge debt 

that cripples individuals and systems, whether personally or politically.   

Finally, Jesus is making a connection in this same petition between the vertical and horizontal 

dimensions of forgiveness, a topic he enlarges on a few verses later.  Jesus speaks of our seeking forgiveness 

from God in the very same breath in which he declares that we are to be forgiving of others.   Just as we long to 

be released from our debts, so do others long to be released from theirs, and we can sometimes be a part of that 
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process for them.   If we move through life’s journey with an unforgiving heart, not only do we bear the weight 

of our grudges, but we are unlikely to experience the forgiveness of God, simply because we’re not open to it; 

we’re not living a life where mercy is part of the economy of exchange, where forgiveness can be given and 

received, both between people and between people and God.   Jesus takes very seriously the importance of our 

being open to forgiveness in both directions, vertical and horizontal.   

 Having looked at a few of the individual elements of this prayer, let’s again keep in mind that the 

essence of this prayer is its simplicity and brevity.  Some of us grew up praying—we prayed with our parents at 

mealtime or when we went to bed.  We prayed in church.  We prayed in study groups or fellowship groups.  For 

some of us, prayer may feel quite natural, and we may little realize that those who didn’t have that same 

background may find prayer foreign and intimidating.  In fact, any of us can feel that way, if we hold up our 

prayers against lengthy, eloquent prayers of the past or even against hyper-emotional prayers of present TV 

evangelists; we may feel we just don’t measure up.  The Lord’s Prayer stands in sharp contrast to either lengthy 

eloquence or intensely emotionally charged spontaneous prayers.  I’m not saying there’s anything wrong at all 

with such prayers, and they may be useful and helpful to any of us at times.  But the model prayer that Jesus 

holds up for us is efficient, simple, and brief.  It recognizes our relationship to God and each other in the first 

two words, “our Father”.  It praises God.  It asks that God’s will be done in a dark world.  It asks for provision 

of daily needs.  It asks that debts be forgiven, our own and other’s debts.  That’s it. That’s all.  Prayer can be 

that simple and basic.  We don’t need to feel intimidated about prayer or worry about getting it right.  

 Leo Tolstoy tells a parable that illustrates this point, about three monks who lived on an island.  These 

were Russian monks, very isolated from the world, but one day their bishop visited.  When he arrived, he 

discovered that they didn’t know any prayers, so he spent time teaching them prayers to memorize.  He left, 

satisfied, but as his ship was back in the open sea, he suddenly noticed the three monks were walking on the 

water, in fact they were running after the ship!  When they reached it, they cried, “Dear Bishop, we have 

forgotten the prayers you taught us.”  The bishop, overwhelmed by the evident holiness of these uneducated 
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monks, said, “But dear brothers, how then do you pray?”  They answered, “Well, we just say, “Dear God, there 

are three of us and you are three in one, have mercy on us!”  The Bishop, awestruck by their sanctity and 

simplicity said, “Go back to your land and be at peace.”  

 Prayer does not need to be intimidating, complex, or formal.  Jesus lays it out very simply right here in 

the Lord’s Prayer.  You can use the Lord’s Prayer verbatim, or you may use it as a model.  Either way, we are 

encouraged by Jesus to pray to our Abba and with each other.  Pray simply, pray from the heart, pray often, pray 

humbly.  That’s at the heart of any prayer.   And as we pray, we find ourselves seeing the world through God’s 

eyes, as the hymn we’re about to sing recognizes:  Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart.   

Amen.   


