“Our Father, Who Art in Heaven”



    3 February 2008

 Part 1 in a series on the Lord’s Prayer


          Pastor Mark Nieting




(From Matthew 6 and Luke 11)

Imagine that you really like golf. You play a few times a week, subscribe to golf magazines, have the best clubs, you’re really into it. Then one day you get a hand addressed letter from Tiger Woods, inviting you to fly with him to his private course and spend a week golfing with him. Would you take him up on it? 

That’s a no-brainer, isn’t it? Imagine if you were offered private coaching, private training in your deepest area of passion? You need to invest, and Warren Buffett offers to work with you himself! Or Emil comes to your house to teach you how to cook? If Imelda Marcos promised to take you shoe-shopping? If Tony Koester came to help you design your new model railroad? These are “can’t miss” times!
Here’s why we bring this up. The disciples of Jesus have been watching Him very closely. He’s got the closest connection with God of anyone they’ve ever seen. Peter, James and John had been with Jesus “to the mountaintop” and witnessed the Transfiguration Event and were deeply moved by it. Jesus lived a life of prayer that was so different than anyone they had ever seen before. It marked His life. He would get away for quiet times of prayer. He would pray in public. He would pray with fasting. He prayed once for 40 days straight! And when His schedule got more demanding, He responded by praying MORE!
Jesus’ disciples saw all this, took it in, and were impressed. We’re impressed too, aren’t we, when we know someone whose prayer life is deep, and rich, and seems to bring responses from God. We want the same for us….the peace, the comfort, the Spirit-given wisdom, and God’s answers for our issues. Sometimes we fumble around with our prayers and just WISH someone would teach us how.
In Luke 11, Jesus had just finished up a time of prayer. One of His disciples, we don’t know which one, had that idea…..what if Jesus would teach THEM to pray, just like HE prayed. So, when Jesus was free, the disciple approached Jesus with his request: “Lord, teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.” 

Jesus was, more than likely, waiting for that moment. He had already spent some time teaching about prayer. He had woven teaching about prayer into the Sermon on the Mount, including the first recorded version of the Lord’s Prayer. But like a good teacher, Jesus knew that one of the keys to good teaching is to wait for the students to be ready, because that’s when they are more receptive. And when a student is more receptive, that’s when they will learn!
Think about that for just a moment. At what times in your life do you most feel the need to pray? Usually, if my life is any example, it’s when things aren’t going all that well. It might be when there’s a sickness or some other kind of crisis, and we’re feeling life spin out of control and know that the one who can “fix it” for us is reached by prayer. So we too, like the disciples, can say at times like that, “Lord, teach us to pray.” And just like that, God hears our request, because communication with God is not only our need, but it’s also God’s deepest desire for us in our own lives. He’s only waiting for us to ask.

Jesus responded to the disciple’s request by enrolling the whole bunch of them into His “school of prayer.” He wants the same thing for us today…..as we enter the season of Lent. But to do that, two things are important: FIRST, You must make the same request that the disciple did, ASK Him to TEACH you to pray. And SECOND, you must carve out the time to pray. Otherwise you’re just marking time through Lent and nothing all that good will come of it. 

Then Jesus gave them the prayer that has joined Christians together for 2000 years. Think about it. Whenever Christians gather together, they pray this prayer. Peter and Paul must have prayed it together in Rome before their executions. Ignatius and Polycarp, St. Francis and Martin Luther, they all prayed this prayer. You learned it as a child, and it hasn’t changed…..it’s the prayer that came straight from Jesus and it is alive and well at Hope and in your life.

What do we call that prayer? THE LORD’S PRAYER. Why? Because HE, Jesus our Lord, was the one who “wrote it.” That’s why the apostrophe…it “belongs” to Jesus. But maybe, given the situation, it would be better titled “THE DISCIPLES’ PRAYER.” And since we are disciples of Jesus, it’s also our prayer!
All that said as a matter of introduction, how does the prayer begin? Our Father, Who Art in Heaven, Hallowed be Thy Name. That’s our traditional, Matthean “King James” translation. Luke’s version is simpler: “Father, hallowed be your name.”  Today’s English might simplify it even more: “Father, your name is holy.”  As in any letter, prayer begins with an “address.” The pray-ER is addressing his or her “Father, who is in heaven, and addressing Him by NAME.
Names are POWERFUL. Names acknowledge relationship and closeness. If it’s “formal,” we use titles like Mr. or Mrs. or Doctor. If it’s a friend, it’s first names. If it’s a close friend, it’s nicknames….or terms of endearment. Those things are all good…and can certainly be sweet….but the one that REALLY gets my attention, and the one only 3 people on the entire PLANET use for me, is “dad.” When I pick up the phone and hear the word “dad,” the entire relationship I have with my kids floods right back into my ears…..my head….and my heart.  Like a daddy penguin in a crowd, I can tell when it’s MY KID who is saying “dad,” even in a stadium! And so can God.
Right now I will acknowledge that there are people right in this room today who have a problem with the term FATHER. They don’t get a warm and fuzzy feeling from that word. It doesn’t bring up love and closeness. In fact, it may bring memories of abuse or even abandonment.  
Why in the world does Jesus use FATHER language as the address in His model prayer when so many of our earthly fathers aren’t even CLOSE to being godly? 
Three are records in the Old Testament of people describing God as “Father,” but nothing about anybody addressing God PERSONALLY that way. In giving us this prayer, Jesus starts something new. The Aramaic word is Abba. It sounds like a kids word (or a rock band), but the meaning goes something like this: “daddy…..said with respect and awe.” 

Granted, the first version of the Lord’s Prayer uses the more formal and more Jewish “Our Father In Heaven” as it’s address, but in this version, now that He has had time to begin shaping His disciples and having revealed to 3 of them His true glory at the transfiguration, Jesus fully intends to share a new concept with His disciples…and with us…. And that’s this: INTIMACY WITH GOD. That was Jesus’ plan….to bring His disciples, and later on His people (we are included) into the same relationship with the heavenly Father that He enjoyed.

That, my friends, is a good thing, because if we are going to accept God’s gift of the forgiveness of our sins and if we are going to spend eternity in heaven with Him, it’s incredible that He allows us to be intimate with Him. Some of you, I know firsthand, begin your prayers, “Father God.” It’s a very proper way of both acknowledging God for who He is, as the all-powerful, all-knowing and eternal God of heaven and earth, but also of the relationship He has opened with us through His Son and our Savior, Jesus….who taught us this very concept in the Lord’s Prayer.
Then, in the next breath, we say, “who is in heaven” (or who ART in heaven). Question: (from Los Lonely Boys?) How far away is heaven? How many miles, or even light years “out there?” When we follow the natural tendency to place heaven far away, God for us becomes remote and even inaccessible. Sometimes we pray at the beginning of worship, “God, today we come into your presence” and I can just imagine God saying right back, “WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’VE BEEN? You’re never OUT of my presence! What do you think Jesus meant by “I am with you ALWAYS!” 

There a translation issue at work here. “Heaven” in the Lord’s Prayer comes from the Greek word ‘uranus’ (like the planet!!). In New Testament usage, it means 3 things: the sky (ok, that’s “up”), the atmosphere (closer), and finally, the very air that we breathe, and that’s the sense in which I believe Jesus used that word…. GOD IS RIGHT HERE, IN THE VERY AIR WE BREATHE! Take a deep breath and you’re breathing in God….not in a “pantheistic-God is just a part of everything, but in a ‘God is so close you can breathe Him in” way. And if God is that close, His promise to listen, to hear, and to answer is certainly valid.
Next, a few words on “HOW” we pray. Imagine Peter, James and John at the transfiguration. Do you think they were text-messaging each other about what they wanted for brunch when it was all over? I doubt it! I am absolutely sure they were stone-still and breathless, watching the glory of God and waiting for what would come next.
I was raised in the “heads bowed, eyes closed, hands folded, fingers locked” posture for prayer, as if it were a rule. And when we think of God far away and we have to mentally reaching out to grab His attention,  that may ring true. But in the Bible, there are stories and images of people praying while standing, kneeling, lying flat down on the ground; hands uplifted, hands folded, arms folded or arms outstretched….it didn’t seem to matter. BODY language is important for communication, so USE your body as you pray. Bowed heads mean humility and confession. An open stance means openness to God’s direction. Hands uplifted means praise. Whatever the case and whatever the prayer, your body language can be a powerful part of your prayer life. Just move as God directs you.
Finally, we pray that God’s name is HALLOWED. It’s a KJV word that we don’t use often but we know what it means…which is ?? “holy.” WHY? Because God is holy! There’s a powerful link between this phrase of the 1st petition of the Lord’s Prayer and the 2nd Commandment, “Don’t take the Lord’s Name in Vain.” In the Old Testament, God’s name was SO holy that the people weren’t even allowed to use it, just in case they would offend God…….but today? Today God’s name is tossed around like so much useless trash.

Dear friends, one of the greatest mysteries of all of life is how the Creator of the Universe has allowed HIMSELF to be known by us, and has allowed HIS NAME to be used to call on Him in prayer, personally! We, as His people, reflect HIS glory in the use of His name…..and we are called to reflect His holiness in our daily lives…..and we pray He would help us to do that.

As we journey into Lent, for the next 6 Sundays we will continue to explore the Lord’s Prayer, to grow in our prayer lives and to reflect His glory, the glory seen by Peter, James and John on that wonderful day of transfiguration. 

And to that, the people of God say AMEN.

