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FCCOE; 2/23/20; Matt. 6:5-13; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

“Our Father” 

Introduction:  Last week we met a congregation in the Greek city of Corinth that, we noted, like Peter 

Pan, didn’t want to grow up. As a result, they were living in the way of the empire around them and not 

in the kingdom way that Jesus had come to bring. We then observed that God does call us to move 

beyond an infant, child-like faith and to grow up in our salvation, not only for our own good, but also so 

that we as a community, as the church, as an outpost of the kingdom of God, might be able to embody, 

and so reveal this King, Jesus, to the world around us and not simply look just like it.  

So, how do we grow up? One of the primary means of growth, of nurturing our spiritual life, is the 

practice of prayer. We’re going to look at this practice as we consider, over the weeks of Lent (which 

we’re getting a jump on today!), the prayer Jesus taught his followers to pray. Interestingly, his followers 

never asked Jesus to teach them to preach, or even to teach, but only to pray. “Lord, teach us to pray…” 

(LK. 11:1). Why would they ask that? Well, as they took him up on his invitation to follow him, one of the 

habits they undoubtedly noticed was his frequent withdrawal from all that swirled around him to spend 

time communicating with his Father. It seems they began to sense that following him, that doing what 

he does, was not to be just a matter of putting on their “WWJD” bracelets and trying to imitate him. 

Rather, they began to get the idea that if they really wanted to become like him, they would need to 

operate out of that divinely fueled center from which he operated. So, they asked him to teach them 

how to cultivate and live from a relationship with the Lord of heaven and earth, just like he did. They 

asked him to teach them how to grow up in their salvation. They asked him to teach them how to pray. 

Think, for a moment: What one or two words describes your prayer life right now? What would you 

want Jesus to teach you about prayer?  

I. Two Red Flags 

 A. As we see from our reading this morning, Jesus includes this teaching on prayer as part of his 

Sermon on the Mount. It’s worth noting that the help Jesus provides regarding prayer begins by 

highlighting two red flags, two things to watch out for, two things that prayer is not to be.  

1. First, Jesus cautions against thinking about prayer as a performance. There were those who prayed, 

both Jew and Gentile, primarily in order to be seen and heard by others. They wanted to be known, it 

seems, for their great eloquence. For them, prayer had become a means of spiritual pride, a way to 

show others how spiritual they really were.  But what were they really? Hypocrites says Jesus. Mere 

actors on a stage. These folks hadn’t really grown up at all. Better, when you pray, to think of yourself in 

a closed room, a “prayer closet” as it were. Prayer is not a performance but a personal conversation. It is 

about our relationship with God, not about what others think of us. It’s a way for us to bring our daily 

lives to God, to share with him what’s on our heart, and to stop and listen to what is on his. 

2. Second, Jesus cautions against thoughtlessness. There were those who prayed long and wordy 

prayers, thinking that by continuing to babble, which means to say the same words repeatedly without 

thinking, that God would hear them better. Our Father knows what we need even before we ask him, 

Jesus tells his listeners. “I heard you the first time,” our heavenly parent might say to us, his children. 

Unlike our human fathers, who are often so engrossed in their smartphones and have to have their 

attention captured in some creative way by their children, God is already and always attentive to us.  
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The irony, of course, is that we can say the Lord’s prayer repeatedly without giving it much thought. So, 

it’s worth spending some time thoughtfully considering this outline or template for prayer that Jesus 

gives us. “Here, try it this way,” he seems to be saying. “This way” consists of an address, followed by 

what should be our three greatest desires, moves on to our three greatest needs, and concludes with 

praise. Today we’ll consider the beginning words of the address: “Our Father...” 

II. Our – A Family Prayer 

 A. This first word “our” can be quickly glossed over but it is highly significant. Jesus instructs to 

pray not in the singular but in the plural, as individuals within a community. So we have give us today 

our daily bread, forgive us our debts, do not lead us into temptation but deliver us from the evil one. 

Even if praying alone in our prayer closets or while walking in the woods, we were never intended to live 

the Christian life outside of the community that is the church. We are not to think of ourselves as a solo 

voice but as part of a choir. In an individualistic culture that has as its mantra, “I’m free to be myself,” 

Jesus calls us to pray as a family, with the understanding, “we’re all in this together.” 

 B. Statistics bear out this struggle. Some 90% of Americans say they believe in God. 80% declare 

that prayer is important. But only 45% regularly attend church. Thus, at least half of those who say they 

believe in God, most of whom consider prayer to be important, also seem to believe that Christian 

community is optional. The first word of this prayer Jesus has taught his family is meant to make us think 

twice about that conclusion. Like any family, we may not always like or get along with one another, but 

we need one another. We need one another to grow, and to care and be cared for. 

III. The Father of Our Family 

 A. The word “Father” that Jesus invites us to use for God confirms this communal, family nature 

of our life of faith. We need to be careful that we allow the Bible, and not our perhaps difficult 

experience with our own earthly fathers, define what this word means. The OT echoes in particular are 

rich, and two-fold.  

1. First, “Father” highlights the God who has created and given life to all things. As we spoke in our 

opening responsive reading, “Is he [God] not your Father, your Creator, who made and formed you?” 

Moses asks the children of Israel (Dt. 32:6b). And the prophet Isaiah reveals God as the potter and we as 

the clay, the work of God’s hand (Isa. 64:8). The God who has made all things, and who dwells in a 

dimension called heaven, is one that knows us intimately and who wants to be known by us. He is not 

distant or remote but near and approachable, through prayer. 

2. Second, “Father” highlights the One who, like a loving Father, has reached out to rescue us and bring 

us into his family, even when we have wandered away. The great story of the people of Israel begins 

with God identifying them while in slavery in Egypt as his “firstborn son,” who he calls Pharaoh to let go 

(Ex. 4:22f), and then proceeds to rescue. “You, O Lord, are our Father, our Redeemer from of old is your 

name,” is the way Isaiah recognizes this rescuing role of God (Isa. 63:16). Later, Paul, in his letter to the 

Galatians, puts this family forming nature of God in very trinitarian terms (Gal. 3:26; 4:6f]): 

 You are all children of God through faith in Jesus Christ. . . Because you are children, God sent 

 the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” So you are no 

 longer slaves [to sin], but God’s children; and since you are his children God has also made you 

 heirs.  
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 B. In other words, the God who has given us life, rescued us from sin and death, and promises us 

an incredible future, is known by and through the name “Father.” As we respond to his work in our lives, 

we become part of his family, a relationship that goes beyond our kin or biological families to one that is 

like an adoption in which we are privileged to call one another brother and sister. Jesus gives us an 

inkling of this when he’s told that his mother and brothers are looking for him. He responds, “Who are 

my mother and brothers? Whoever does God’s will is my mother and brother and sister” (Mk. 3:33-35).   

 C. Anticipating this, perhaps, the psalmist offers a wonderful promise, describing God in this 

way: “A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in his holy dwelling. God sets the lonely in 

families . . .” (68:5f). However your nuclear family life has broken down, whether you’ve experienced the 

death of a loved one, an abusive parent, a barren womb, a broken marriage, or wandering children, just 

name a few of the things that can happen, no one in the family of faith needs to go family-less. 

All of this was swirling in my mind as I read, last week, the cover story in the most recent (March 2020) 

issue of The Atlantic. It is written by David Brooks and is entitled, “The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake.” I 

highly urge you to read it, asking as you read how his conclusions might speak to the church. Very 

briefly, Brooks traces the history of the family structure from the extended family that existed in the 

early chapters of our nation’s history (multiple generations living together and sharing meals and life 

around “big tables”), to the detached, nuclear family (two parents, 2.5 kids), that grew out of the 

Industrial Revolution of the late 19th and early 20th century, to the fracturing of that nuclear family that 

began in the late 1960’s and still continues through various cultural, economic and institutional forces. 

All of this has left children, women, men, and older adults vulnerable in various ways, living by 

themselves or in single-parent homes or in very broken situations, and has contributed to problems 

we’re experiencing in our education, mental health, addiction, and labor force today.  

The challenge, Brooks asks, is how to live together in new, helpful, healthy, life-giving ways. He cites a 

number of different “chosen,” or “forged” family structures that Americans are entering into which 

actually hearken back to the benefits of stability and care provided by the old, extended family, but 

which are now being enjoyed by those who are not kin. For instance, single mothers who share a home 

with other single mothers with separate bedrooms but shared play and kitchen space, or families who 

move in together to share a house in order to share a mortgage, or families who’ve joined housing 

communities where meals and care of children and care of elderly parents is shared. As Brooks 

observes, people are looking for structures in which adults and children can live and grow under the 

loving gaze of a dozen pairs of eyes, and be caught, when they fall, by a dozen pairs of arms. He 

concludes: “For decades we have been eating at smaller and smaller tables with fewer and fewer kin. It’s 

time to find a way to bring back the big tables.”  

The mantra of a forged family is captured by a Pinterest placard: “Family isn’t always blood. It’s the 

people in your life who want you in theirs; the ones who accept you for who you are. The ones who 

would do anything to see you smile & who love you no matter what.” As I read this article, and thought 

about that statement, it struck me that this is, and should describe, the family that is the church! And 

my point is that as we pray the words “our father,” being invited by Jesus to address God in this 

intimate, communal, and life-giving way, can we both give thanks for how God has brought us into his 

family, and can we pray for God to reveal to us the various ways we can be family to one another, 

various ways we can support and sustain one another, being the extended family so many no longer 

have but still desperately need?  


