Addressing God

Have you noticed how relaxed our society has become in the realm of etiquette?  Men routinely wear hats indoors and young women are proud they can belch as loudly as the men.  People in our society routinely do things that would have been considered horribly embarrassing just forty years ago.  The interesting thing is how few people seem to notice.  However, in a few areas such as when meeting certain important people we do realize that there is some decorum to be kept.  We are no longer used to kings or queens, but we do have a president.  If the president were coming to meet with all of us, everyone would expect some rules of etiquette to be kept.  In fact, I found the rules for meeting certain important people.  

To Meet the President: You must stand when you hear “the Star Spangled Banner” which is always played at the occasion of the president’s appearing.  You must then rise when the president enters the room and put out your right hand to shake the president’s hand should he offer.  You must also address the president as “Mr. President.”  


This is listed as “Easy” on the website I found.  Others are not so easy to meet.  I discovered that meeting the Queen of England is a bit more complicated.  For example, you should not refer to her as “The Queen of England” because that would be offensive to the other territories under her jurisdiction.  Consider how you would meet the Queen.

The Queen: First, don’t bow or curtsy unless you are a citizen of Great Britain.  Secondly, you must greet the queen as “your majesty” initially and then as “ma’am” after that.  You may accept the queen’s hand for a handshake and should be ready for conversation if she is willing.  Finally, you should not show your back to the queen or leave the room before she does.  


For the Queen of Great Britain, there is more decorum to be followed than for our president.  More than both of these, the Pope in Rome claims greater honor.

To Meet the Pope:  First, if you are to meet the Pope you should be dressed conservatively and, preferably, the women should be in appropriate dresses regardless of their views on dress codes.  A man should wear a dark suit and a woman should wear a dress that covers the shoulders and reaches the knees.  To greet the Pope you should say, “Your Holiness” or “Most Holy Father.”  When you meet the pope you should make a low bow or go to one knee.  If you are Catholic you should take the Pope’s right hand and kiss his ring.  If you are not Catholic it is acceptable to shake the Pope’s hand.


As Americans, and especially as Protestants regarding the Pope, all of this can seem a little pretentious to us.  Americans are not big on etiquette anymore.  However, given the rank of these men, we would do what we could to give them the honor due to their place.  Even the most relaxed among us would not dream of meeting any of these three people in our pajamas, for example.  


Every day we speak with one greater than any of these three people.  Every day we speak to The Almighty, the creator of heaven and earth, the all-knowing one, the all-powerful, the all-present one.  Every day we speak with God.  Has it ever occurred to you to wonder how to meet with such an exalted person?  Has it ever occurred to you to wonder what to talk about with such an exalted and powerful person?  We pay great attention to how we act around important humans but we take meeting with the Lord very casually.  Jesus, however, gives some very specific instructions on speaking with God.  We read through some of these briefly last week but I want to return now to examine Jesus’ teachings on prayer in Matthew six.


Matthew 6:5-8 – And when you pray, do not e like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men.  I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full.  But when you pray, go into your room, close the door, and pray to your Father, who is unseen.  Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.  And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like the pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words.  Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.    


As we discussed last week, Jesus first warns that prayer is not a matter of show.  Prayer is not about looking good for people.  It is not meant to be a display of godliness.  Prayer is about talking to God.  Whenever we pray aloud, we need to remember that prayer is meant to be conversation with God.  Whenever we pray aloud it is tempting to pay more attention to what those listening think than to the Lord to whom we speak.  Jesus warns that this is improper.  God is the most important one in the room when we pray and our attention should be upon him.  


The first time Billy Graham was invited to personally speak and pray with the President of the United States he was young.  When he finished his meeting with the president he was caught by the media on the Whitehouse lawn.  Being young he made what he admits was a big mistake.  He showed the journalists how he and the president knelt to pray with several men standing in for the president.  They were photographed and the picture was printed in the papers.  The president believed Billy Graham was using him to promote himself and was very angry.  Billy Graham never met with that president again.  The president was angry at the PERCEPTION that Billy Graham was using him – how much more must God despise our attempts to USE him for our own self advancement.  Prayer must never be about anyone other than God.


To guard against praying for show Jesus recommends going someplace alone to pray to God where no one can see you.  Are you as fervent and committed to prayer when you are home alone as when you are with other people?  When we pray we must talk to God.


Secondly, Jesus warns against babbling like the pagans who think that they will be heard because of their many words.  The Greek word translated as “babbling” means to speak meaningless words whether repetitious or not.  It is unthinking speaking.  The word translated as “be heard” has the meaning of “to obey on the basis of what is heard.”  Jesus is warning against treating prayer as if it were magic.  He is warning against praying set prayers without thinking.  Someone chanting Latin prayers without knowing Latin comes to mind but we are guilty of this whenever we pray a prayer without engaging our minds.  We are guilty of this whenever we pray without really talking to God.  


Have you ever prayed while your mind wandered only to find that you can’t remember what you just prayed?  Would your spouse be happy if you talked on autopilot while you thought about other things?    Consider the last sentence of Malachi chapter one.

Malachi 1:14B – “For I am a great King,” says the Lord Almighty, “and my name is to be feared among the nations.”  


Greater than your spouse and greater than the Pope in Rome or the President of the United States is the Lord to whom we speak whenever we pray.  Just as we would give our spouse or the president our full attention, so too we should give the Lord our full attention when we pray as we speak to him as one person speaks to another.  


When you really stop to think about prayer, it is amazing.  We are finite creatures who can do nothing for the God who created us.  We cannot give to God anything that he can’t create for himself.  We have nothing to make us worthy of speaking with God in ourselves.  In fact, because we so often disobey God, we are very UNDESERVING of speaking with him.  If God had a Secret Service screening people, they wouldn’t let us near him.  However, God himself INVITES us to pray.  


Throughout scriptures God invites his people to come and talk to him.  In the Garden of Eden God came and spoke with Adam and Eve every day in the cool of the day.  After Eden God continued to speak with people.  God met with Abraham and later with Jacob.  During the Exodus we are told that God spoke with Moses as one man speaks with another.  In the Old Testament the Fellowship offering was an invitation to a meal with God.  The animal was sacrificed and the family now cleansed of sin sat down to a meal in a holy place with God.  When the time was right, God sent Jesus Christ as a man to live and die for our sins to cleanse us and make us holy.  Now, through faith in him, we can approach God with confidence in prayer because our sins are forgiven.  The Lord’s Supper as originally practiced was a meal within the church.  It was a meal where the church body gathered and God was present as he indwelt them all.  Today we do not share the Lord’s Supper as a full meal, but it is still an invitation to fellowship with God and one another.  In the future we will join in the marriage supper of the Lamb.  Until that day when we see God face to face, though, we are invited to pray and to speak with him as one person speaks with another.  We have the incredible privilege of speaking with God Almighty any time we desire!  We must not take this for granted. 

Now, as one who gets to talk to the Almighty, how ought you to address him?  What should you speak to such an exalted person about?  Jesus did not leave us in the dark here but gave us a model to follow.  Let’s turn to the Lord’s Prayer now. 


Matthew 6:9-14 – This, then, is how you should pray: Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us today our daily bread.  Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors.  And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from the evil one.  For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.

Before we look at the content of this prayer as a model to follow we need to note a few elements about the prayer in general.  First, if you are like me you learned this prayer in the King James.  In my church growing up we recited this prayer after communion every month.  As a child I remember this prayer ending with “Yours is the kingdom, and the power and the glory forever. Amen.”  If you have a King James Bible this passage likely ends with those words.  So, why are they missing?


When a Bible is translated one of the challenges is to take all of the ancient copies of parts of the Bible and then to determine which variations are correct.  Among the copies, there are many minor variations but none which affect any major teaching of scripture.  That said, some variations do affect passages like this one.  When the King James Bible was translated it was based on very few, very late Greek manuscripts.  Since then many more manuscripts have been found.  The oldest and most reliable do not have the traditional ending of this prayer.  Most scholars believe that the ending of the prayer was inserted early on as a closing for the prayer as the prayer became a standard part of church services.  This understanding makes sense to me and so we will not be discussing the traditional closing this morning.


Secondly, there is something ironic about this prayer of Jesus.  In the verses preceding it Jesus warned against praying in an unthinking manner.  At the same time, many churches recite the Lord’s Prayer word for word without understanding it at all.  Who here really knows what, “Hallowed be thy name” means?  As with all prayers, the Lord’s Prayer is not a magical formula to be recited verbatim in order to cause God to respond.  It may be recited if it is understood and expresses what you are desiring to express to God as one person to another.  If prayed as an expression of your heart and mind then it is no different than sincerely singing to God or offering a poem to him.  The key is that it be remembered that prayer must always be talking to a person rather than performing a ritual.


With those things covered, what does Jesus teach us about prayer in this model?  First, he shows us how to address God.  Remember, if you were to meet the President or Pope you would follow some rules of etiquette.  Jesus shows us how to address God.  He begins with, “Our Father in Heaven.”  

This address maintains a tension that is important for us to grasp.  On the one hand, we have been adopted as God’s children.  First John chapter three verse one expresses with amazement that we are now the children of God.  Through Jesus, we have been adopted as God’s children and can address him personally as a good and loving father.  We don’t have to go through intermediaries to speak to God but address him personally as one in relationship to him.


On the other hand, Jesus includes the “In Heaven” part.  This reminds us that God is not an earthly Father nor even a human.  We are reminded in this statement that God is high and exalted and that he is above us all.  So we learn that prayer comes to God with an attitude of personal closeness but also great respect.  Though we are God’s children, we also honor him as God in heaven.  

This is further emphasized by the form of Jesus’ prayer.  In Greek, Jesus’ requests are imperatives: “Give us our daily bread.”  Without “Please” and “Thank you” these requests come across as demanding to our ears.  In Greek, however, the way a person made requests of his superiors was with imperatives.  In Greek, “Give me milk” is an appropriate and respectful way for a child to address a parent.  Throughout the prayer Jesus speaks to his heavenly father with great respect.  


We need to hold onto both truths in prayer.  On the one hand, we are in close personal relationship with God and can speak to him as a child to a father.  On the other hand, because God is high and exalted, we must also be respectful in how we approach him remembering our place.  More so than even for the Queen, we need to give God the honor that he deserves.


Now, in prayer we have the privilege of speaking to the Almighty in a personal way.  When you approach the Almighty, what in the world do you talk about?  What is an acceptable request?  Let’s turn our attention to the content of Jesus’ model prayer.

Request 1: Hallowed be your name.

This is something we recite but do you know what it means?  To ask that something be hallowed is to pray that it be treated with reverence and respect.  To ask that God’s name be treated with reverence is a way of asking that God himself be treated with reverence and respect.  When we pray we should be praying for God’s glory in our world.  We should be praying that he will be glorified in our own hearts and lives and also that he will be honored in our world.  We should pray that people will recognize the greatness and goodness of God and turn to him.  We pray for God to be glorified in our churches as well.  We should sincerely desire and so pray that God will be glorified.  In your prayers, how much time do you spend praying for God’s glory?  

Request 2: Your kingdom come.

This is a prayer for the future.  God’s kingdom will come in power when Christ returns.  This is a subject which we have taken up before and which we don’t have time to fully develop today.  The teaching of the New Testament is that Christ will return one day and that he will judge everyone according to what they have done.  Only those who have placed their faith in him for salvation and so have been sealed by the Spirit will survive the judgment.  Christ will rule in power on into eternity having done away with pain, grief, fear, injustice, and sin.  Christ’s rule in our world will be a very good thing and will mark the end of all our struggles.  More than new jobs or physical healings or even political peace, this is our hope.  As with Jesus, so we should pray for God’s kingdom to come.  We should long for that time and pray that God will send his son soon.  
God’s kingdom is not here in power.  However, his kingdom is here as Christ reigns in the hearts of his people.  As people submit to the Lord, they enter his kingdom and come under his rule.  This request is that more and more people will turn to the Lord for salvation and that his kingdom will grow now.  This prayer also carries with it the desire for Christ to reign more and more in our own individual lives.  In your prayers, do you pray for God’s reign to be manifest in our society, in our church, and in your own life?  This is something that we should desire and pray for.

Request 3: Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

In heaven God’s will is carried out completely and without hesitation.  On earth, God has allowed the freedom to choose against him.  This choice has resulted in much that is displeasing to God.  Because of sin our world has been cursed according to Genesis three.  This is a prayer that God will accomplish his purposes despite all that people plan and attempt.  It is a prayer for God to establish his purposes despite disasters and hardships.  It is a prayer that God will do what HE desires rather than what you or I desire.  Do you pray for God’s will to be done or do you always pray specifically for your will to be done?  


This comes up especially when people are sick.  We pray for direct physical healing and mourn when that healing doesn’t come.  Rather, we should request healing but, even more so, request that God will carry out his will.  If healing does not come, we should still rejoice that God is accomplishing his will.


How do you pray?  Do you leave room for God’s will in your prayers?  Do you pray for his will to be done?  Do you pray for his will to be done in your own life even if that means you don’t like where he is taking you?  Pray for God’s will to be done.

Request 4: Give us today our daily bread.


The daily bread here stands for all the necessities of life.  It is entirely appropriate to ask our heavenly father for the things we need.  Jesus reminds us in the gospels that none of us would give our children rocks when they ask for bread.  He encourages us to know that God is even more loving than we are.  It is good and right to go to God with our daily needs.  In fact, in Philippians four we are invited to pray whenever we are anxious about anything.  

One thing to note, however, is that only one of Jesus’ six requests in this prayer concern physical daily needs.  Our prayers tend to be full of these requests while we forget to pray for God’s glory, will, and kingdom.  When you pray remember that you are talking to the Almighty and that there are greater things to ask for than personal daily needs.

Request 5: Forgive us our debts as we forgive as we also have forgiven our debtors.

We cannot forget to confess our sins in repentance and to seek forgiveness.  Now, on the one hand, it is true that we are forgiven completely when we place our faith in Jesus Christ.  Because of his death on the cross in our place our guilt is forever removed and we will never again be condemned.  Though we still sin, we have received Jesus’ righteousness.  However, when we sin, our disobedience disrupts our relationship with the Father just as a child’s disobedience disrupts his relationship with his parent.  When your child is in trouble he is not enjoying his relationship with you even though you love him and he retains his place in the family.  Confessing our sins and asking for forgiveness clears the air again and allows us to experience closeness with God.


Now, why the talk about us forgiving others?  It is simply this: Jesus commands us to forgive others.  When we are unforgiving, we are in sin.  When we refuse to forgive we are persisting in our sins.  When we persist in sin, our actions deny our words of repentance and the air is not cleared.  To remain unforgiving while seeking forgiveness and closeness with God is no different than being a habitual liar and desiring closeness with God.  We must forgive others if we also want to experience forgiveness.

Request 6: Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from the evil one.

First, God does not lead us into temptation.  The word translated “Temptation” here would better be translated “Testing.”  God does test us and train us.  He does purify us through struggles.  This is a prayer that we be spared those tests.  However, when testing is necessary, Jesus prays that we would be delivered from the evil one who does bring temptation to turn away from God.  

When we pray, it is good to pray that God will spare us from tests if we are also willing to undergo those tests when they are necessary.  When we do face tests, we also pray that we will not fail and that we will be delivered from the evil one who is truly our enemy.  


In prayer we have an incredible privilege.  In prayer, we get to speak to God himself, the Almighty, our loving and good heavenly Father who can do more than we can possibly imagine.  As we speak to him in prayer we must learn from Jesus to do so as one person speaking to another rather than for show or in an unthinking way.  When we speak to our heavenly father we should learn from Jesus to speak with respect and reverence to the one who created us.  When we pray, we must learn to pray for more than our own immediate daily needs.  We pray for those needs but also much more.  We must remember to repent and seek forgiveness from the only one who can grant it.  We must remember to pray for God’s kingdom and will and honor.  We should also pray for help when we face tests and temptations.  We have an incredible privilege and honor in prayer that we must NOT take for granted.  Recognize today what prayer truly is and learn from Jesus’ example how to pray.    I would encourage you especially to expand the types of things you pray for this morning.

Let’s take a few moments to close with silent prayer.
