
Thy Kingdom Come

Genesis 18:20-32; Psalm 138; Colossians 2:6-15, (16-19); Luke 11:1-13

Last Sunday we watched Jesus in action at Mary and Martha’s, Jesus as the teacher. Rarely

does anybody ask Jesus for any of this instruction. As we said last Sunday, Jesus loves us enough

not to leave us to our own devices. Jesus comes to us. Jesus teaches.

But this Sunday it’s different. Jesus’ disciples ask him to teach them to pray, and Jesus does

just that. He gives them a model prayer, the prayer we pray here every Sunday, the prayer that some

of you may even pray every day. “When you pray, say . . .”

Don’t you find it interesting that Jesus had to explicitly, word-for-word teach his disciples to

pray? When I was young, I remember hearing someone in our church brag, “We’re not one of those

churches that reads prayers out of a book. In this church, prayer is from the heart. We are free to tell

God whatever is on our minds, to ask God for whatever we want.”

That sounded good to me. That suggests that prayer is sincere, heartfelt, and personal—an

individual alone with God, telling God whatever is on his or her heart.

But here comes Jesus, implying that prayer in his name is not necessarily a matter of spilling

your guts or sharing what’s on your heart. Prayer is something you must be taught, praying for certain

things and not for other things, using certain words and not others. 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus goes on to tell a couple of little parables, the friend pounding on your

door at midnight to borrow some bread, that stresses persistence in prayer, the importance of

keeping at it. Keep at what? The first thing we are to keep at is, “When you pray, say . . .”

I sure, like me, many of you have been in lots of churches where, at some point in the service,

the minister asks, “Are there any requests for prayer?” What usually follows is the recitation of a sort

of sick list in which people request prayers for health and healing. And nine times out of ten, their
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requests are exclusively for the health and healing of people within their own congregation.

Let me ask you: do you see anything in Jesus’ teaching on prayer today that suggests that

health and healing, as good as they are, should be major concerns for Christian prayer? 

What does Jesus tell us to pray for? We are to pray for God’s coming kingdom. Bring in your

kingdom! We are to beg that God’s way, will be done. 

Martin Luther said that the Lord’s Prayer is a wonderful summary of the whole gospel, the

gospel in its essentials. Maybe that’s why Jesus, in teaching us to pray, doesn’t give us general

principles for correct praying or a surefire technique for effective prayers. Instead Jesus says directly

to us, “When you pray, these are the words you are to use.”

Perhaps this implies that prayer “in Jesus’ name”—specifically, peculiarly Christian prayer—is

different from what we might naturally pray for if left to our own devices. Christian prayer doesn’t

come naturally. What comes naturally is to pray for the fulfillment of our desires, for us to elevate our

desires to the level of alleged need, to think of prayer as the way we find our wants met.

What’s not natural is to want what God wants, to pray for the fulfillment of God’s will rather

than ours. Thus in today’s Gospel Jesus teaches us to pray for God’s kingdom to come, for God’s

work to be done, for God to do for us what we cannot do for ourselves, namely to forgive us and

thereby restore us to right relationship with God, and for God to make us sinners into forgivers of

others, even as we have been forgiven.

And perhaps, because praying in this fashion is not innate, that’s why Jesus commends

persistence in prayer. We are to keep praying, keep saying these words out of habit so that they

might burrow deep within us and we might become as we pray. By saying the Lord’s Prayer

constantly, day after day, we will gradually embody God’s will being done in us here, now, on earth,

as it will one day be done in heaven, for all eternity.
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We’re to ask for forgiveness for all the ways that we have sinned against God and neighbour,

and then we’re to ask that God will make us forgivers, too. Sounds easy, doesn’t it?

“When did your husband die?” the bishop asked her. They were part of a church delegation on

a visit to Northern Ireland to see some of the reconciling work the church is doing there. 

“He didn’t die; he was murdered,” she said.

“Murdered? Oh no! How was he murdered?”

She explained that her husband was a warden in the local penitentiary, and known to be a

kind warden at that. One morning, as she and her little daughter were bidding him farewell as he

went off to work, a car screeched to a stop in front of their home. Two masked men emerged. Her

husband shoved her and the baby back inside the door. The men sprayed her husband with a hail of

bullets, shredding his body and shattering the door. Then they sped off.

As she held her husband’s lifeless body in her arms, waiting on the police, her baby crying,

she said, “I began praying the Lord’s Prayer. It was all I could think to do. I got as far as the words,

‘Forgive us our sins as we forgive . . .’ and I stopped. I said, ‘Oh no, Lord. Never! Not by myself. If I

am to forgive the horrible criminals who did this, you’ll have to make me. I’ll never forgive them on my

own.’

“Everybody in town knew who did it. The men were convicted on a lesser charge and sent to

jail for a few years. One evening I was watching the evening news, ironing while my daughter did her

homework. On the TV there was a woman who was the wife of one of the murderers. She was in the

midst of planning a homecoming party for her husband, who was to be released from prison that

evening. The reporter said something to her like, ‘Your husband is rumoured to be the member of the

IRA who killed the warden a few years ago.’ She looked at him and flippantly said, ‘Hey, it’s a war.
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People get hurt.’

“Watching that woman on TV, I realized I had not one trace of hate in my heart for her. If I felt

anything, I felt sorrow that she didn’t know what I knew. Standing there, watching the TV, standing at

my ironing board, I repeated the words, ‘Forgive us our sin, as we forgive those who sin against us,’

and I really meant what I prayed.”

Then she took the bishop’s hand, looked directly at him and said, “Let me tell you. We have a

great, a very great God, who will give us what we need if we just ask.”

Jesus taught that we’re to ascribe power and glory to God—not power to do whatever we want

God to do, but rather we should praise God’s power in doing what God wants done! 

Is it any wonder, then, that Jesus enjoins us to be persistent, to keep at it. W anting what God

wants, praying that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven, doesn’t come naturally. That’s why

we say the Lord’s Prayer Sunday after Sunday until we know it “by heart” (as the saying goes), until

we find that God has miraculously granted our prayer: God’s kingdom is coming, even through

people like us; God’s will is being done, even by half-understanding, weak people like us. God really

does answer prayer!

Will Willimon writes: “I know a very successful businessperson. He built a company up from

scratch. However, he gave his work more time and energy than he should have. Sadly, he neglected

his marriage and family in the process. I worried about him when he finally retired. That company was

his life. His marriage had ended some years before, and he rarely saw his adult children whom he

hadn’t seen that often even when they were young.

I predicted that he would have a lonely, sad retirement.

I was wrong. He volunteered his negotiating and management skills at our town’s food bank.

He reorganized the whole operation, making it more efficient, giving employees the training they
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needed to do well, and putting the whole operation in the black for the first time in years.

When I praised him for his efforts, noting how many people in need would be blessed through

his good work at the food bank, he explained how all this happened.

“As you know,” he said, “I’m not the best Christian in the world. I never had time for much

Christian education, and my living of the faith is fairly modest. Still, there’s one thing I’ve done since

childhood. I pray the Lord’s Prayer at the beginning and end of every day. And I think that’s what

saved me. God answered my prayer.”

I asked him to say more. “Well, it’s obvious. The first thing Jesus told us to pray was, ‘Thy

kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.’ When I retired and walked off the job to

which I had given my life, sacrificed my family for, and all the rest, I realized that I’d been praying for

God’s kingdom to come, but I’d been living as if my kingdom—that is, my company—was what I

really wanted. Well, be careful what you pray for. You might get it. I prayed for God’s kingdom to

come, and it did. My kingdom melted away, and God’s kingdom—that is, the food bank—came.

Maybe it’s not the whole kingdom of God, not the whole ball of wax, but that food bank is my little

contribution to God’s kingdom, my little corner where God is letting God’s will be done through

somebody like me. That food bank is the answer to my prayer to the Lord and the Lord’s prayer for

me!” 

Lord teach us to pray that indeed your kingdom might come. Thanks be to God. Amen 
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