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Matthew 6:7-15

Scripture & prayer.


As Christians, we are to be known as men and women (and boys and girls) of prayer. Our lives are to be lives of prayer; and the life of prayer is the life lived close to God. Yet, if prayer is such an integral part of our Christian lives, how do we grasp it? What are the basics of prayer? Jesus says, “Pray then like this” (6:9).

Now, Jesus first sets this in contrast to a couple of ways we are not supposed to pray: “Don’t pray like this.” First (we looked at this last time, 6:5), like the Jewish hypocrites: openly, “that they may be seen by others”—using prayer as religious “show.” And second (here, 6:7), like the Gentiles: “heaping up empty phrases”—using prayer as pious “arm-twisting.” This was seen in their lengthy incantations and prayer formulas by which the gods would be obligated to answer in a certain way. Ah, but we fall into this same trap as well, don’t we (and are sometimes suckered by religious people)? Anytime we succumb to the mindset that we should pray a certain formula to achieve certain results, we have fallen into this trap—that domesticates God and imprisons us from the life of prayer that Jesus calls us to. For example, when the rosary instructs Catholics to say 1 “Our Father” and 10 “Hail Mary’s”; or when the charismatic on TBN tries to convince you to “pray with this prayer cloth” (which, of course, you can buy from him!); or anytime that we are told to “say these words and do these things, and God will answer the way you want.” But not only is God not impressed (by showy words); God cannot be manipulated. 

And so, Jesus calls us here, in this section, to pray simply (6:7-8; He would subscribe to the KISS method). And what follows (6:9-13) is an expansion on this, as a beautiful example (in its beautiful simplicity) of what Jesus is talking about. As an aside: It is rightly called the Lord’s Prayer, because it is the example set down by our Lord Himself. Some prefer to call it the Disciples’ Prayer, since it is the model prayer we are to pray. But we could also call it a Child’s Prayer, for the way in which our Lord sets it up is in the very relationship of Father and child; and the way in which our Lord lays it out is in the way that a child could grasp (a child is often our model for faith). So, what are the basics of prayer?
I.
Relationship. We see this issue hit us first; and it should hit us hard—in a truly amazing way. Jesus opens up by saying, “Our Father in heaven” (6:9). We might brush over this without realizing its tremendous significance; but we must not. For it is truly a powerful statement. Jesus tells us that the basis of our prayer is this beautiful relationship of Father and child. It is a very special relationship; it is a very tender relationship. And it is a relationship that sets the stage, the mood, and the parameters for all that follows. A couple of things that I want us to particularly notice:

A.
That this is a tremendous privilege & a beautiful relationship. Now, we might not at first notice what a tremendous privilege and relationship this is!—either because we think wrongly of Him, or because we’re so used to it. Those of you who are parents will understand this: the sweetest words I can hear my kids say (as I am coming in the door from work) is, “Papa!” or “Daddy!” And this is what we are to see. Do you realize what an awesome thing this is?


1.
How do you normally think of God: what is your picture of Him? Distant and uncaring (but He is not some “force”), or judgmental and harsh (but He is not mean), or doting and okay with whatever makes you happy (but He is not “grandfather”) . . . or “Father”? How do you normally begin your prayers? Almighty, eternal, holy (which are all true and good) . . . or “Father”? Or perhaps you’ve had a rotten father (or have a rotten picture of what a father is)? As Jesus presents it to us, this term is meant to portray entirely positive images. But it must be granted that there are many today for whom the word “father” brings to mind nothing but negative thoughts, for their earthly fathers abused them or abandoned them. But this is not our heavenly Father. He is all to us—and more—of what a true father ought to be.


2.
So, let us think rightly, and let us never take it for granted. We often say the Lord’s Prayer in our liturgy, and open our corporate prayers with: “Gracious heavenly Father.” Perhaps we don’t realize what we’re saying. 




a.
I don’t know of any other religion that has as its characteristic picture and designation for God, “Father”: Creator, Great Spirit, Almighty, All-Compassionate (etc.), yes; but not “Father.” This is telling; and tremendous. He is the one “in heaven”—transcendent, God beyond . . . and yet He comes close to us by His grace. 



b.
Even in the OT, God was referred to as “our Father” in the sense that He formed us (Isa 64:8), but it wasn’t the way we were called to address Him. This “innovation” of grace came from our Lord Himself. He came as the Son, and always addressed God as His “Father,” and directed us to know God as our “Father.” And as “the Son of God,” He elevates us all into this relationship—into the freedom of “the sons of God,” so that we may cry: “Abba! Father!” (Rom 8:15).



c.
Thus, there is a distinct privilege and intimacy in addressing God as Father. Not in any trivial way, certainly; but this is how our Lord invites us to come to God. And we come not alone (notice He says, “Our”). It is an intensely personal relationship; but we are not meant to live a private Christianity (contrary to how we think). We are reminded that we are meant to live in Christian community, to worship and fellowship together, to consider ourselves “family” (cf. the early Christian koinonia). 


B.
And knowing God as “Father” should call us both to honor fatherhood & to be honorable fathers.



1.
This is not a very popular notion today. Just look at our sitcoms, both old and new: whether the harsh and domineering Archie Bunker or the slew of dolts and wimps that flood our TVs today (it’s not funny; it’s sickening). And just look at our society, in which men are considered largely unnecessary (and that attitude makes its impact, especially on our boys—the men of the next generation). And just look at many of our urban centers, where abandonment and abuse is epidemic. These are increasing problems; and as Christians, we must work to reverse these trends. God presents Himself as our Father; and so we should honor fatherhood. And God presents what it means to be a father; and so we should seek to be honorable fathers.



2.
And so, fathers (in particular): confessing God as “Father” should be an encouragement to live as a reflection of the Father. Our children should grow up knowing the love of their heavenly Father by seeing the example of their earthly father. Among other things:



a.
He provides and cares for us (6:31-33). Do we?




b.
He shows us “compassion” (Ps 103:13). Is this what our children see?




c.
He disciplines us, but for our good (Heb 12:10). Is this what our children know?

(
So, the basis of our prayer is relationship; but the body of the prayer is request—and in two directions. The reason why we are invited into the presence of God is because He is our Father and we are His children. But the bulk of the Lord’s Prayer (the “nuts and bolts” of what Jesus teaches us about prayer) is that we come bringing our requests to Him—like the speech of a child to his/her parent (6:8). After the opening address, this prayer consists of six requests: the first three are directed God-ward—for His glory (“Your”); the last three are directed us-ward—for our good (“us”). To note this difference in fundamental direction, I have called them “praise” and “petition.” 
II.
Praise. Now, granted, we too often tend to skip this aspect of prayer and go straight to the things I think I need (or at least want). But Jesus puts this side of things first, and we need to take that to heart—that a direction toward God (rather than toward me) must always be first in our lives. And what we see in these “praise requests” is that they are both directed to God, and also to where our hearts need to be in relation to Him.

A.
Our first reflex: reverence (6:9). Jesus says, “Hallowed be Your name”—or in different language, “May Your name be treated as holy.” This is an attitude of reverence—(I’d say) at two levels:


1.
In our speech. Many Jews have taken this to an extreme by refusing to even pronounce the name of God. America, however, treats God’s name as a trifle (even Christians freely say: “O my God!”). We ought to speak God’s name, but only as it truly is: special.


2.
But it certainly means more than this. This attitude of reverence should be reflected as well in our actions. As we understand from the Scriptures, God’s “name” is a reflection of who He is. Thus, we could say, “May You be shown proper reverence.” This involves all my life, for all my life points to God—either to honor or to shame Him. Even as the Scriptures tells us the first commandment for children is to “honor your father and your mother” (Ex 20:12); so it is with us and our heavenly Father. So, what do people see when they see me? Do they see hypocrisy or a double life—how does that hold Him up? Do they see blatant sin without repentance—which the Scriptures say “profane His holy name” (e.g., Lev 20:3)? Or do I seek to honor and reverence Him in all I say and do? 

B.
Our next response: submission (6:10). Now, submission has been given a bad name in our day: whether through the radical feminist movement, or through the radical arm of Islam, which itself means “submission” (as the key element of the religion—as opposed to Christianity, whose key is “love”!). But when we understand that we are coming before the King of the universe, and One who “works all things together for the good of those who love Him” (Rom 8:28), then we can better see how this attitude of submission must be our natural response.


1.
Jesus says, “Your kingdom come.” When we look all around us and see the advances of Satan’s kingdom, the evils of murder and rape and bloodshed, the ravages of disease and death and destroyed relationships, and our own personal struggles with our frailty and sin, the ache of our hearts—our sigh, our cry—ought to be (as the Scriptures themselves end): “Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20)! This is a longing we await; but it is also very close. “Your kingdom come” must begin in our hearts. Do others see that our lives are ruled by Him? “Lord, let me show forth Your kingdom at home here.”


2.
And Jesus says, “Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” We see this desire most pronounced in Jesus’ own example: in His very mission to do the will of the Father, rather than His own (Jn 6:38); and (most particularly) in His submission to the will of the Father even to the cross (26:39, 42). He is our supreme example—even for this most difficult prayer—difficult to swallow, and difficult to do (for it takes me away from me and to Him). So, do I seek God’s will (as it is revealed in His Word and through prayer)?
III.
Petition. We come, now, to what we more naturally see as our “prayer requests.” But they aren’t what we might tend to ask for; and yet they are truly and simply what we need. 

A.
Asking for daily dependence (6:11). As He turns the prayer toward us, Jesus says, “Give us this day our daily bread.” This (you might say) is all the “bothersome” little physical stuff (the cares of this world); but it’s not a bother to God. Rather, we are to look to God as our Provider, and learn day-by-day dependence upon Him. It’s a lesson the children of Israel had to learn early on in their desert journey—and that serves as a template for us all, for the life of faith (cf. Ex 16).


1.
Notice, though, that He doesn’t say, “Give us this day our annual bread (or our bread for a comfy retirement).” And He doesn’t say, “Give us this day our daily steak and lobster.” This is not a prosperity prayer; on the contrary, it is a prayer specifically designed to keep us daily trusting. Yes, God is concerned with, and provides for, our welfare. And He desires us to ask of Him what we need to live. But when our prayer becomes, “Lord, make me rich and famous,” or “Lord, I could really use that nice new toy,” we have begun to stray from the heart of God. As someone has said, “God provides for our ‘need’ and not for our ‘greed.’” But do we trust that He will provide?


2.
This is a hard lesson to learn. Sometimes God keeps us “paycheck to paycheck” or places us in situations of uncertainty (like job loss, etc.) to keep us here (or to bring us back). For we have a tendency (even in Christian circles) to get too secure-focused or future-safe-minded that we lose sight of this fundamental attitude of daily dependence. 


B.
Casting ourselves on the mercy of God (6:12-13). 


1.
We see this first when Jesus says, “And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors” (cf. 6:14-15). Wow! This is sobering. 



a.
On one side, it’s a great relief: we can be forgiven—simply by asking the Lord and trusting in Him; that our enormous debt to God can we wiped away. How many of you are living in debt right now (most/all)? It’s a horrible burden; it’s a form of slavery. And we feel the weight and long to be free. And this is the picture our Lord wants to weigh upon us—but so much more.



b.
But on the other, we are sternly reminded that we cannot presume to come to God for mercy if our hearts are not willing to extend that same mercy to others who have wronged us—such a small debt compared to our enormous debt before God (cf. the parable of the unforgiving servant in Mt 18). In fact, we need to do this first. It’s not a matter of earning God’s forgiveness (by no means!); but rather an attitude that recognizes that “a forgiven person is a forgiving person.” And if you are unwilling to forgive, then you have not tasted of the grace of God (or you have lost your taste, and must regain it through deep repentance).


2.
Then lastly He says, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” This points to our frailty in a fallen world; it reminds us that there is both personal sin and real evil in this world, and we are susceptible to them both; and that “there, but for the grace of God, go I.” And so we need—and we have—God as our Protector and Deliverer; let us cast ourselves, then, on the mercy of God.

So, what are the basics of prayer? That they need to sound spiritual and showy? That we need to go on and on, or say the right words in the right way? No, not at all. At that point, prayer has simply become religious ritual, and is emptied of all meaning and (really) will fall on deaf ears. God is not interested in religion for show or religion for selfishness. What God is interested in is our very lives—and all of it. And in prayer, we come close to God, in the simple language of a child. Indeed, this is the very picture that Jesus portrays. The basis of our prayer is this tremendous privilege and beautiful relationship of a heavenly Father. And out of that relationship we are to bring our praises and petitions to Him: simple and straightforward. And God is pleased both to hear and to answer the requests of His children. What good father wouldn’t?
