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“REFORMATION 500: The Lord’s Prayer” 

 This weekend we continue our Reformation 500 sermon series on the Six Chief Parts of Martin Luther’s Small 

Catechism with the Lord’s Prayer. The week before I teach this section in Adult Instruction Class I close with this 

sentence, “Prayer is overrated.” I thus leave the students in suspense for seven days wondering, “how can a pastor say 

that prayer is overrated?” The next week I start the session on prayer by saying, “prayer is overrated if we think that by 

it we are doing something to or for God.” 

 But this is how prayer is taught in many Christian churches today that deny God’s work in baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper. Having given up on the sacraments as the means of God’s gracious work in our lives, they elevate 

prayer in their teaching and practice. They have slogans like, “Prayer Changes Things” and the “Power of Prayer.” 

They will speak about being “prayer warriors.” Who does the praying? We do! So such an emphasis on prayer is really 

a spiritual pat on the back, a bestowal of divine power upon themselves. 

 This was the position of Norman Vincent Peale, pastor of Riverside Church in New York City in the last half of 

the 20
th
 century, famous for his health and wealth theology. He was the editor of a magazine called Guideposts. My 

junior high school Sunday School teacher read us articles out of that magazine at the beginning of every class. As a 

teenager I got my own subscription. For next ten years I read their articles about the power of people’s prayers. A 

woman lost her dog, called everyone she knew and told them to pray for her dog at 3 pm on Thursday and at 3:05 p.m. 

here comes Fido up the driveway. What incredible power prayer has, right? I gave up subscription in seminary as I 

realized that this teaching about prayer was more about us than about God. 

 I witnessed this again as a young pastor in the days BC (before children). Cindy hosted one of those ladies parties 

that us guys stay away from. You know, Tupperware, baskets, candles, Pampered Chef, Avon, MaryKay, light bulbs, 

wrapping paper (you get the idea). Once the women had left I felt safe leaving my hiding place to sit in my easy chair 

in the living room to read the paper. But one of the ladies was still there. She was a mother of one of Cindy’s students 

at Faith-Godfrey and the wife of the Assembly of God pastor in Alton. Cindy and her were in the kitchen talking, or 
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more precisely, she was doing all the talking. I put down my paper to listen and realized that this lady was praying. An 

Assembly of God pastor’s wife praying in the kitchen of a Lutheran parsonage? Is this allowed? Is it breaking some 

altar and pulpit fellowship policy? Then I listened to her prayer, which was getting quite long. “Lord, we come before 

You with our many words to knock You off of Your throne and to get You to do what we want You to do.” Such a way 

to pray is not a conversation with God but a demonstration before God. 

 True prayer is our response to the Holy Spirit’s work in us through God’s Word and Sacraments. Good prayers 

are our words but they are full of God’s Word that we previously have read. Think of it this way: you are in a boat on a 

pond with a rope tied to a tree on the shore. Pulling on the rope does not bring the shore closer to you in the boat, it 

brings the boat over to the shore. That rope is prayer that we use not to bring God closer to us but to put us in line with 

God’s will. 

 When asked by His disciples to teach them to pray, Jesus gave them what we know as the Lord’s Prayer. We pray 

it so often that there is a danger in its familiarity. We might think that we know it so well that there is nothing more we 

can learn from it. Thus the teaching of it in Luther’s catechism gives us fresh understanding and new insights into this 

teaching of our Savior Jesus. 

 We are dependent children in need of care who are in a relationship with our loving heavenly Father. “With all 

boldness and confidence we may ask Him as dear children ask their dear father.” Many of us know what it is like to 

take small children to Wal-Mart. What part of the store do we avoid? The toy aisle! Why? The kids see those toys and 

want everything, and they are not shy about asking for them. Whom do they ask? Hopefully not total strangers. They 

ask mom or dad. They are the ones with the power to answer, because they have the money. And they are the ones who 

have the relationship with and responsibility for those children. That is the boldness and confidence that God wants us 

to have in prayer with Him. 

 Contrary to this is what I call TV prayers. These are weak, wimpy worthless words spoken by characters on a 

show who are at their wits’ end. They are in trouble and don’t know what else to do. In desperation they look up at the 
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sky and say, “Lord, if you are really out there, if you actually can hear me; I know I haven’t talked to you in decades, 

maybe you could help me out here.” That’s not the boldness and confidence of a prayer that comes from faith in the 

Almighty Lord of the universe who does exist, who does hear our prayers and who does answer for our benefit. 

 The first three petitions of the Lord’s Prayer concern the glory of God. We pray for the holiness of God’s name, 

which is every way that He reveals Himself to us. His name is holy and sacred in our lives when we teach and learn His 

Word of the Holy Bible truly and purely and then when we live our lives according to that Word. We pray for God’s 

kingdom to come upon us. This means for the Holy Spirit to work faith in Jesus in our lives through God’s Word 

proclaimed and by His sacraments administered. We also pray for God’s will to be done in our lives, that the unholy 

Trinity of the devil, this rebellious world and our own sinful nature would be defeated by the Holy Trinity of the 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit every day of and throughout our lives. 

 The Fourth Petition: “give us this day our daily bread” covers what I believe many people want by praying, stuff 

for themselves. But it is a family of faith prayer. Using the plural pronouns “us” and “our” we remember the needs of 

ourselves and others. Using the words “day” and “daily” we remind ourselves to come to God in prayer every day 

because each day we are dependent upon His grace and goodness for our lives. We use the word “bread” as shorthand 

for everything that we need and for all that God gives us in our lives. Luther’s list of those things in his catechism 

explanation still covers our needs very well almost 500 years later. 

 Petitions five, six and seven deal with our spiritual needs. “And forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who 

trespass against us.” I see the key word there being “as.” It is not “because” as if God’s forgiveness of us is conditional 

upon us forgiving others first before He will forgive us. But neither is it “then” where we first wait for God to forgive 

us and then we will consider forgiving others. There is a flow to forgiveness. Because of the life, death and resurrection 

of God’s Son Jesus Christ, we have our heavenly Father’s forgiveness of our sins. He is ready, willing and able to pour 

that forgiveness into our lives. But as He does so, that forgiveness is to flow from us into the lives of those people who 

sin against us. That forgiveness does not fix the failures and faults of the past but it does improve a relationship going 
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forward into the future. If we do not forgive others we cut off the flow of forgiveness, showing that we do not really 

believe that God forgives us. However, knowing that in Jesus God forgives us of our many sins against Him, the 

position of faith is that we will forgive those relatively few sins that others commit against us. 

 We need God’s forgiveness every day. Even though we pray, “lead us not into temptation,” sin still sickens our 

souls. We ask for the Holy Spirit to protect us from those people who get us into trouble, to prevent us from those 

places where we get ourselves into trouble, and to keep us from those activities that hurt and harm us. 

 So also we need to pray, “but deliver us from evil,” or, as Luther also proposed it, “from the evil one.” We need 

God to rescue us from all that would harm our lives every day of those lives. We need God to rescue us especially at 

the end of this life when we draw our final breath so that He will take us from this valley of sinful sorrow by His grace 

to be with Him in the heavenly home Jesus Christ has won for us and is even now preparing for us. 

 The Conclusion or Doxology, “For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever and ever” was not 

part of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 6 or Luke 11. Yet, it is biblical and early on Christians added it as a way to end this 

prayer. But Luther’s explanation focuses only on the “Amen.” It is a Hebrew word that means “sure, certain, solid” or, 

as Luther phrased it, “yes, yes, it shall be so.” We can end our conversation with God this way not because we have 

prayed so well with our words but because He hears us so perfectly and answers us so beneficially with His love. 

 By prayer God gives us the gift of talking to Him personally at any time, in any place and for any reason. It is a 

conversation best filled with the words that come from His Word revealed to us, the Holy Bible. Prayer is a 

conversation we can be confident of because God has given us His eternal Word, His own Son living in our human 

flesh, Jesus Christ. God is gracious and loving, giving to us all that we need for life now and forever. We then can be 

bold and faithful, confident and consistent in speaking with Him in prayer. In Jesus’ name. AMEN 

5 p.m. Apostles’ Creed, page 175 8 a.m. Nicene Creed, page 174  10:30 a.m. Song of Response: 771 


