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  There once was a boy named Tony.  He was very sad because he didn’t have a 

bicycle, like all of his friends did.  Tony would watch his friends riding around the neighborhood 

having fun.  But he couldn’t join them, because he didn’t have a bicycle.  So he went to his 

parents and said, “Mom, dad, can I please have a bicycle?”  And they said, “Tony, were’ sorry 

but we just don’t have the money.  Maybe next year we’ll have the money, but right now we 

don’t so we can’t get you a bicycle.”    Tony was crushed, he went to his bedroom.  And then he 

saw this picture of Jesus hanging on the wall and he had an idea.  He got down on his knees, like 

his Sunday School teacher had taught him, and he put his hands together and he bowed his 

head and he closed his eyes and he said, “Jesus, I’ll be a good boy if you give me a bicycle.”  A 

week went by and he didn’t get a bicycle.  So he went back into his room, got down in front of 

that picture of Jesus, and he prayed, “Jesus, I’ll be good and I’ll keep my room clean if you let 

me have a bicycle.”  Another week went by, and no bicycle.  He went back into his room again, 

got down on his knees, “Jesus I’ll be a good boy and I’ll keep my room clean and I’ll wash the 

dishes every night and I’ll go to bed on time if you give me a bicycle.”  Another week went by 

and there was still no bicycle.  Now Tony was getting kind of frustrated, a little mad, he went 

into his bedroom, took that picture of Jesus off the wall.  He found a shoe box, put the picture 

in the box, taped the box up, and shoved it under his bed.  The he took out a piece of paper and 

started writing, “Dear God, if you ever want to see your son again….” 

 Not only small children, but even adults sometimes pray like that, because they are 

disillusioned when their prayers fail to persuade God or to change God’s mind.  I heard about a 

man who has a seminary education, who presumably had studied things like prayer.  He and his 

family and friends went hiking in the woods.  Toward the end of the afternoon they stopped for 

a rest.  To his horror the man discovered that his 9 year old daughter was missing.  He became 

alarmed, and for the next two hours they were frantically searching through the forest to find 

this little girl.  His prayer started off as, “Dear Lord, help me find my little girl.”  After about an 

hour went by, he became more frantic and his prayer became, “Dear Lord, if you help me find 

my girl, I will be the best dad ever, and I will never raise my voice at her, ever again.”  And then 

as the sun was going down, and it was starting to get dark, and he was becoming desperate, his 

prayer became, “God if anything happens to her, we’re through.  You hear me?  I’m not going 

to do you will ever again, I’m not going to talk to you ever again, and I’m going to hate you 

forever.”  He did find is daughter, but do you think it was because he was threatening God?   

 That story, too, might ring a bell.  So, how should we pray?   Jesus tells us.  He says, 

“Pray  like this.”  And what follows is what we know as the Lord’s prayer.    We’ve heard it many 

times, we’ve prayed it many times, maybe we memorized it as a child.  And its become so 

familiar that maybe we glide over some basic things Jesus is actually teaching us about prayer.   



 Such as how we begin.  Jesus begins, “Our father, in heaven.”  Matthew the gospel 

writer uses the word “father,” but the word that Jesus himself seems to have used in his own 

prayer is “Abba.”  That’s the way the Lord’s prayer in Luke’s gospel begins—“Abba,” just 

“Abba.”  “Abba” is a very intimate word that a child would use for father ,  for someone they 

looked up to and felt very close to, like a beloved teacher.   The closest parallel in the English 

language  is “papa,” it even sounds similar—“ abba, papa.”   

 Is there a difference between “father” and “papa?”  I once had a teaching colleague who 

had little twin daughters.   Sometimes near the end of the afternoon, they would call him at our 

school.  And the phone would ring, and sometimes I would answer it.  And first on the other 

end I would hear some whispering, and snickering.  And then would come a small voice:  “Hello 

papa.”  It wasn’t “Hello father,” let alone, “Hello, FATHER.”  It was “Hello, papa, abba.”  You 

could feel the closeness, the affection, the trust dripping from their word, “papa.”  I once asked 

some students what words came to mind when they thought of God.  They said, “power,” 

“mighty,”  “holy.”  None of them, though, said, “papa.”  

 Of course, such adjectives as “powerful,” “almighty,” “holy” do fit God, and it’s 

important we keep them .  After all, the God to whom Jesus prays is the God who rules the sun 

and the stars and the kings of the earth.  And is a God who, like a caring parent, will sometimes 

challenge us, rebuke us, judge us.  Nevertheless, Jesus, in prayer, addresses God first as “Abba, 

papa.”  And in that word alone is contained a whole lot of the gospel, namely, that we have an 

intimate relationship with this Lord of all, that we can come to God knowing that God loves us 

entirely, and that nothing can break that relationship.  “You want to know how to pray?”  Jesus 

asks.  “Well, you begin by being be being clear about the nature of the one who it is you are 

praying to.  That one, at heart, is an Abba, a papa.”  (Mama?  We’ll not go there today.) 

 And then, second, Jesus teaches, in prayer we seek our Abba’s will first, before our own.  

“Our papa who art in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done 

on earth as it is in heaven.”  Three petitions , all parallell, all saying the same thing in different 

words. This prayer for God’s Kingdom to come, is actually a very strong plea.  It’s not a plea that 

God will give us a bicycle, though God cares about a whole lot about kids whose family cannot 

afford bicycles, and especially when those kids get ostracized because they are poor.  It’s not a 

plea that God will heal our disease, though a God whose heart is filled with kindness cares 

deeply about someone who is dying of a disease.  Rather, the first request we make is a plea for 

God to hurry up and do what I and the whole world need for our ultimate health and healing—

namely, that the whole earth conform to the will of the one who made everything.  Why is that 

our first request?  Because God’s will is always greater, wider, strong, more perceptive, more 

discerning, than my will. 

 So Jesus, how do we pray?  “Well, first you get clear that you are talking to an Abba, and 

then you concentrate on what Abba wants for the world, and for you, that his name, kingdom, 

will are present and acknowledge.”   And then, thirdly, finally, we pray for ourselves.  So Jesus 

gives us three more petitions, about what we need in the meantime, while we are waiting for 

God’s kingdom to come.   And these three petitions are for the three basics of life, for the three 

things we need most to survive:  for food, for forgiveness, for strength against evil.   



  I suspect that in the wake of Thanksgiving, the problem we have with food is 

abundance, not scarcity.   Not so for Jesus’ audience.   For most of them, food would have been 

a daily struggle.  They often didn’t know for sure whether they would be able to get to work 

that day, and get paid at the end of the day, and have  enough money to buy bread for the next 

day.  And so this prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread,” is for God to give us what we need 

to survive day by day.   Maybe were he teaching this prayer today, to well-fed North Americans 

in our culture, he would cite something else we need for survival, like a close friend:  “Give us 

this day, the friend we need for today.” 

 But we need more than just bread to survive, Jesus teaches.  We also need forgiveness 

to survive.  “Forgive us our ‘debts,’ and the word is not ‘trespasses,’ but ‘debts.’   Debts were a 

big problem in Jesus’ day, people could get indebted very easily.  If you were a peasant farmer, 

which about everybody was, and your crops failed one season, which often happened, what 

were you going to do?  You couldn’t go to your local bank because there weren’t any.  So you’d 

have to go to some rich person and you say, can you give me a loan, can you give me money so 

I can buy food  to get me through the winter, so I can buy seed in the spring so I can plant more 

crops.  And then you become heavily indebted to this rich person.  And then, if the crops failed 

in the second season, you can’t repay that debt.  What happens then?  You get thrown into 

debtors prison, your wife and children perhaps get sold into slavery, you property perhaps is 

confiscated.  Unless that debt is forgiven.   For those poor peasants to physically survive, they 

needed their debts—tangible, monetary debts—to be forgiven.  

  And we also need our relational debts forgiven, for relational survival.   For we get 

indebted to each other all the time, through the offenses that we inadvertently or maybe 

purposely commit.  We bother each other, we offend each other.  And unless there is 

forgiveness, there likely will be few friends.  And it’s true with God as well.  We pile up debts 

with God, we sometimes let our Abba in heaven down.   And when we acknowledge that to 

God, God is merciful, God will cancel the debt.   Provided, Jesus says, that we cancel other 

people’s debts to us.  You can’t ask God to do what you’re not willing to do.  That’s because our 

relationship with God and with others is always intertwined.  And as we practice forgiveness 

with others we actually are opening ourselves up to receiving God’s forgiveness.   And 

forgiveness this way, and this way, is vital for basic survival. 

 And then the third petition:   “Do not lead us into temptation, but rescue, deliver us 

from evil.”  The word “temptation” actually means “test,” or “trial.”  It’s pretty inevitable that 

praying sincerely, earnestly, for God’s Kingdom to come and God’s will to be done, on earth, 

and not just in the sky, bye and bye, will be put on trial.  Someone has said that, in praying The 

Lord’s Prayer, “the devils are loosed.”  Jesus knew that the one who prays it is bound to be 

assaulted by the cultural and economic and political powers who don’t want their Kingdom, 

their power, their glory challenged.   And so this last petition is, “God, give us the courage, the 

strength, the guidance we need, where we are accused, and put on trial, for praying this prayer.  

Help us not to sell our soul to the devils that are loosed by our praying.”   

 That’s it, the whole prayer.  There’s no more.  “For thine is the Kingdom and the power 

and the glory forever, amen” is a fitting finale, but that was all added later, by the church.  So 



Jesus’ prayer instructions are very simple:   understand and address God as “Abba, papa” at 

heart, then make God’s will your first priority, then ask God for the absolutely necessary things 

you need.   No piling up words like the Gentiles do, who think God is a little deaf, or mean-

spirited and needs to be cajoled.  No  incantation of magical words you have to say just right.  

Forget all that stuff, Jesus says, because God already knows what you need before you ask. 

 Which raises one last question:  if God already knows what we need before we ask, why 

bother to pray?  Maybe because prayer is not about changing God, but about changing us.   In 

our address to God as Abba, in our prayer for God’s Kingdom to come and will to be done, in 

our petitions for daily bread, for forgiveness, for strength in trial, we’re not informing God 

about something God doesn’t already know.  Rather, we’re confessing something to God.  

We’re in essence saying, “God, I am in need, I’m vulnerable, I’m weak, I’m frail, and I can only 

survive by your daily gifts.” And in that kind of prayer—that kind of just being naked before 

God-- our trust in God can grow, and we can open up a space in ourselves and in others for 

whom we pray, and then things can start happening. That’s what preayer does--open up a 

space, so that God can come through.   And when God comes through, then God’s Kingdom 

comes, and our deepest needs are met. 

 I know a pastor who prays a certain prayer, when he feels overwhelmed, and faces a 

difficult situation, and needs to be delivered from evil.  I rather like what he does.  His prayer is 

actually a song, a simple song.  Maybe you know it.  It goes like this: “Lord prepare me , to be a 

sanctuary, pure and holy, tried and true.  With thanksgiving, I’ll be a living, sanctuary for you.”  

If you know that prayer just sing it with me…..close eyes, pray again… 

 And we can sing that song over and over and over again until our mind changes and our 

emotions change and we are changed.  And then God’s K can come and God’s will can be done. 

  

 


