
Introduction†

Why the emphasis in our title upon The Lord’s Prayer for
today? The grounds for the stress upon today are twofold:
neglect and relevance. First, the Lord’s Prayer is in danger of

being neglected. It would not appear to be used much by Christians in
private prayer, and it does not find widespread use in corporate worship
as once it did.

In some parts of the Church there has been a turning away from
much that is traditional in corporate worship: much of what was
customary or conventional is regarded as synonymous with what is out
of date and irrelevant. The announcement in public worship ‘Let us
pray together the prayer our Lord Jesus taught his disciples’ would
sound to some to belong to a former era. Because the prayer has not
been regularly used, not everyone may even know the words. The
problem may be increased by the language in which the prayer is
usually couched, so that when prayed in public, its language contrasts
with that which has become usual in prayer, where ‘thou’, ‘thee’ and
‘thine’ have been replaced by ‘you’, ‘your’ and ‘yours’.

Another factor is the contemporary pattern of a number of people
sharing in the leadership of public worship. Seldom may a person take
the same part two weeks running, and so the inclusion of the Lord’s
Prayer may simply be overlooked for a few Sundays and in no time it
becomes the habit not to include it.

Observations on a subject like this are necessarily subjective, and
inevitably influenced by personal experience, but it does seem that even
prayer itself in gatherings of Christians is in danger of neglect. Often the
prayer that is offered early in a service is a prayer of ‘worship’ - perhaps
at the beginning or during the first part of a service - and from then on
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there may be no expression of repentance and confession of sin, and
little or no intercession for the Church and the world at large.

To reinstate the Lord’s Prayer can only be beneficial. It reminds us
at its very beginning that true worship of God arises from a living rela-
tionship with him as our Father through our Lord Jesus, and a preoccu-
pation with his Name (his revealed character), his kingdom and his will.
We need these emphases today, as much as the Church has ever done.

Second, we emphasise The Lord’s Prayer for today because of its
relevance. As the only pattern prayer the Lord Jesus provided, it is
timeless in purpose and function. It indicates how we are to pray
throughout our life in this present world. Enduring in its principles, it
needs to be interpreted afresh for every generation. Its truths do not
change, but their application may.

For example, the truth of God’s Fatherhood of his spiritual children
is glorious, but the present down-grading of human fatherhood, and
the sad experiences so many have of it, demand careful explanation of
God’s unique and perfect Fatherhood. Tragically, some have no happy
experience of human fatherhood and we need to be aware of that when
we explain God’s Fatherhood, and to handle the matter sensitively.

The concept of God’s Name and its importance are foreign to
contemporary ways of thinking. We use names casually, whereas the
Bible never does. That also needs to be explained.

Political and social movements have employed the concept of God’s
kingdom in ways different from our Lord Jesus, and we need to
recapture its proper use.

God’s will is sometimes spoken of as if it were arbitrary and
capricious; or it is, on the other hand, identified with material pros-
perity and personal affluence. We need to rescue it from such errors and
to discover the joy of living both for God’s will and under it.

Whilst most of us who read this book live without hunger, a large
proportion of the world’s population does not. The petition ‘Give us
today our daily bread’ can be prayed with integrity only as we relate
ourselves seriously to others’ need of bread as well as our own.

Sin and temptation are words which are absent from popular
vocabulary; they are distinctly unfashionable. The stock in trade of
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contemporary entertainment is the enjoyment of unrestrained human
desires. Holiness - still God’s priority for his children - cannot be
pursued unless sin is seen to be sin, and temptation is seen as something
we are to flee from or resolutely resist. As we proceed, I hope we shall
increasingly appreciate the treasure of instruction and guidance the
Lord Jesus gives for today in his gift of The Lord’s Prayer.

A TREASURE TO GIVE NEW CHRISTIANS

The instruction of new Christians provides a further powerful reason
for focusing upon the Lord’s Prayer. What should we teach new
Christians? What do they need to know in order to live the Christian
life? I would suggest three priority areas of instruction.

First, a Creed is essential - that is to say, a statement of Christian
belief in which we identify and affirm the truth about the one true God
in whom we trust and the gospel of his Son, Jesus Christ. The New
Testament contains several credal statements (e.g. 1 Corinthians 15:3-
5; Philippians 2:5-11; 1 Timothy 3:16), and as challenges to God’s
revealed truth have arisen the Church has provided further declarations
of faith. Instructed in God’s truth, we know what we believe, and in
whom we believe (2 Timothy 1:12).

Secondly, an understanding of the Ten Commandments and their
practical relevance to daily life is vital, especially in a society where
people have so lost their way that they think that it is up to individuals
to define their own rules. The Ten Commandments perfectly reflect our
Maker’s character and indicate the moral direction in which he wants
our lives to go. They are as necessary for life as bones for the body or
rails for a train. Although given under the Old Testament, they remain a
permanent guide to our Creator’s will. The Lord Jesus did not put aside
these instructions, but rather he fulfilled them, and he provides the
spiritual resources to obey them.

Thirdly - and here we come to the importance of our present subject
- an appreciation of the Lord’s Prayer gives unique insight into our new
relationship with God through his Son, Jesus Christ. The gospel we
believe - defined in the Creed - and the life-style we now want to follow
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in obedience to his commandments has in view a life of fellowship with
God, and that finds its principal expression in prayer.

Our contemporary world is preoccupied with fast and effective
communication. I can lift the telephone, dial direct to the other side of
the world, and be in touch in seconds. Even as I write and you now read
satellites circle the earth, business people speak to one another on
mobile phones, computers transmit data to each other, and fax-
machines produce almost instant written communication. But no
communication is more wonderful - or instant - than prayer.  In fact,
God anticipates our prayer. He declares of his people’s prayers, ‘Before
they call I will answer; while they are still speaking I will hear’ (Isaiah
65:24). His answer is on its way before we call. Nevertheless he requires
us to call! The lines of communication between God and ourselves,
once established through the gift of salvation in the Lord Jesus, need
never break down.

We fail new Christians if we do not teach them how to pray. A
major purpose of our Lord Jesus’ life and death was that we might be
brought to God and thus have this access to God. Prayer is our breath,
our spiritual life-line. It is the highest exercise of our souls, an
expression of our living relationship with God. For Christians to pray is
as natural as breathing. One of the first things the Lord told Ananias
about the newly converted Saul, whom he was to welcome into God’s
family, was, ‘He is praying’ (Acts 9:11). That was significant: members
of God’s family do pray.

But that is not to say that prayer is easy. Nothing is more important,
and yet nothing is more difficult to maintain. Many battles in our
Christian life revolve around giving prayer its rightful place, and
knowing how best to use our privilege. Satan tries to keep us from
prayer, for he knows that time spent in close prayer fellowship with
God on just one day can frustrate the evil plans he has been working at
for a long time. He is skilful and well-practised in bringing to mind
duties which demand our immediate attention so as to turn us away
from prayer. Or if we do pray, he endeavours to make us pray without
purpose, or in a mechanical and careless manner. He encourages us to
pray to God without first listening to God.
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Prayer is an area in which we always have much to learn. In
particular, we need to know how to approach God with acceptance. We
require directions, rules and helps in prayer because ‘we do not know
what we ought to pray for’ (Romans 8:26). There is a danger that we
may ask in the wrong way or for inappropriate things (James 4:3).

If we were invited to Buckingham Palace to be presented to the
Queen, or to the White House to meet the President of the United States
of America, there would be immediate questions in our minds - matters
of etiquette and protocol. When, for example, someone in Britain is
admitted to the Privy Council - the Sovereign’s closest group of advisers
- the ceremony of admission involves kneeling on a red stool, swearing
the oath of loyalty to the Crown and kissing the sovereign’s hand - and
in that required order. Invited to meet the Queen or the President we
would be asking, ‘How should we enter their presence? What should
we say? Are there particular subjects we should speak about? Or, on the
other hand, are there topics to avoid?’ How much more should we be
concerned to know how to approach God! Here the Lord’s Prayer
comes into its own. The whole of the Bible helps direct our prayers, but
this prayer provides the ‘how’ of prayer - and uniquely so. ‘This is how
you should pray,’ our Saviour said (Matthew 6:9).

Our purpose is to study the Lord’s Prayer to ensure that we use it
well, and apply the principles it teaches. Although most Christians give
lip service to its importance, it is probably one of the least considered
parts of the Bible. Martin Luther described the Lord’s Prayer as the
greatest martyr on earth, because it was used so frequently without
thought and feeling, without reverence and faith.

THE DISCIPLES’ PRAYER

What we call ‘the Lord’s Prayer’ is the prayer our Lord Jesus Christ
taught his disciples. It might be better named, therefore, ‘the Disciples’
Prayer’. But its familiar name is best kept since it underlines its
importance, especially as it is the only prayer the gospels record our
Saviour teaching his disciples, and its occurrence in two different
contexts in the gospels implies he gave it to them more than once. That
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there are two different versions indicates we are not to be tied to the
actual words, but to the priorities they express. Matthew records it as
part of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6:9-13), whereas Luke
gives it as Jesus’ response to his disciples’ request that he should teach
them to pray (Luke 11:2-4).

HELPFUL CONTEXTS

Prayer was our Lord’s habit and custom - the secret source of his
strength (Luke 22:39,43). Luke’s context of the giving of the Lord’s
Prayer points to our Lord’s own priority practice of prayer. When the
disciples awoke of a morning they invariably found he was already up,
seeking his Father’s face (Mark 1:35).

He received his Father’s guidance as he prayed. After prayer, he
decided to move on to other places (Mark 1:38-39). Before choosing
and calling the apostles, he spent a night in prayer (Luke 6:12,13). His
decision to question the disciples about their understanding of his
Messiahship and Divine Sonship was preceded by prayer (Luke 9:18;
cf. Matthew 16:13). They could not fail to notice that prayer
surrounded the most important events in his ministry. Observing him
pray like this prompted their request, ‘Lord, teach us to pray, just as
John taught his disciples’ (Luke 11:1). ‘How do you begin?’ ‘For what
do you ask?’ These were questions in their minds.

The context of the Lord’s Prayer in Matthew’s gospel is Jesus’
instruction on three subjects: giving to the needy (6:1-4); prayer (6:5-
15); and fasting (6:16-18). The emphasis with regard to each is upon
sincerity and hiddenness, underlining that godliness is essentially what
we are in secret before God, for the chapter begins: ‘Be careful not to do
your “acts of righteousness” before men, to be seen by them. If you do,
you will have no reward from your Father in heaven’ (6:1).

True prayer - like genuine giving and fasting - is ‘an act of right-
eousness’ in that it first pleases God and that it has others’ good in view
as well as our own. We are not to pray only for ourselves; part of
prayer’s essence is the expression of concern before God for other
people.
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Private prayer is at its best when done in secret. We are to go into
our room, close the door and pray to our unseen Father. Then our
Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward us (Matthew 6:6).
Prayer is a God-ward act: it is not to be paraded or put on display, for
then human pride easily enters in. Prayer offered with God’s pleasure
alone in view is always rewarded.

Prayer is not just uttering words to God. The worth of our prayers is
not to be judged by their length or eloquence. Their value to God is in
their sincerity and harmony with his revealed will. ‘Babbling like
pagans’ (Matthew 6:7) is totally inappropriate. The Lord’s Prayer
shows what it is to pray according to God’s will.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PRAYERS AND SUPPLICATIONS

The Lord’s Prayer illustrates what is meant by ‘prayers’ in contrast to
‘requests’ or ‘supplications’. The Bible encourages us to ‘pray in the
Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests’ (Ephesians
6:18), indicating a difference between ‘prayers’ and ‘requests’. The
distinction is that ‘prayers’ stand for matters of daily concern, and for
which we may often need to pray in a general way because we cannot be
dogmatic in our understanding of how God may answer them. The
petitions of the Lord’s prayer sum up these general issues. ‘Requests’ or
‘supplications’, on the other hand, relate to urgent matters that arise.
While we may not have to pray daily for an emergency or crisis - which
may disappear as quickly as they appear - we do need to pray daily for
the subjects upon which the Lord’s Prayer focuses.

A PRAYER PATTERN OR TEMPLATE

The Lord’s Prayer establishes a foundation upon which to build our
requests to God. It is helpful to think of it as a prayer template, or
pattern. Joiners make templates to reproduce articles, dressmakers use
patterns to make garments of a similar size - and both work with a
variety of materials. So the Lord’s Prayer provides a variety of prayers
and concerns, but always in conformity with the basic pattern our Lord
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Jesus provided. It is the only model which our Saviour has given us. We
are not bound to its words, but we are tied to its basic content. Our
Lord Jesus lays out our legitimate agenda for prayer when we come to
our heavenly Father: he tells us what our Father wants us to ask. When
we pray this prayer from our hearts we may be sure that we pray
according to God’s will. As a template it identifies the vital topics and,
by the order in which they appear, guides us as to our priorities in
prayer. Like a mould it shapes our prayers into an acceptable form.

With the clamouring voices of human need in our ears, we may find
ourselves bewildered as to where to begin in our praying: the Lord’s
Prayer directs us. As we pray these petitions with understanding and in
the Spirit, we address the world’s deepest distresses and concerns. At
the same time they teach us to pray for God’s interests - his Name, his
kingdom, and his will - before our own personal cares which so easily
dominate our thoughts, and, therefore, our prayers.

ITS CORPORATE USE

How should we use this prayer? Should we pray it together? And if so,
how frequently? Behind such questions is concern that we should not
fall into the danger Jesus warns against of babbling like pagans
(Matthew 6:7). The risk of praying the Lord’s Prayer without thinking
always exists, but that applies to every form of words used in prayer.
The Lord’s Prayer corrects wordiness and vagueness in prayer.

As well as being a prayer template to guide all our prayers, the
prayer itself should be prayed together for that is what Jesus instructed.
It certainly became the practice of early Christians, no doubt as a
consequence of the apostles’ teaching and example. Tertullian
(c.160/70-c.215/20) and Cyprian (c.200/10-258), for example,
indicate it was the usual prayer of the congregation. No instruction is
given about how often we should use it in our worship, and therefore
we should not lay down rules. But that it has a place is beyond dispute.

Since it begins ‘Our Father’, we are encouraged to pray it together
as members of his one family. We should use it as often as we can, as
long as we enter into it meaningfully. When we feel in danger of merely
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repeating words, we should put it aside for a while, or better still - as we
now try to do - remind ourselves afresh of the truths it teaches. If we
avoid using the prayer because of fear of repetitiveness, we rob
ourselves of an invaluable gift from God to aid us in our prayers. If,
however, we educate ourselves in its significance, we may appreciate it
more every time we pray it together.
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