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Aug. 21, 2016 – (Pentecost 15, Mar) 

Sermon Text – Luke 11:1-4 (Ezekiel 36:21-30) 

 

- [Jesus] said to them, "When you pray, say: Father, hallowed be your name. - 

 

“God’s name is holy in itself,” says Martin Luther in his Small Catechism, “But we ask in 

this prayer that it may also become holy in and among us.”  So, the question is, “How 

does this happen?”  I don’t know if that’s what the disciples were after when they 

asked Jesus to teach them how to pray.  It’s likely they were after some kind of 

identifying mark that would distinguish them as members of his particular group of 

followers.  John the Baptist may have taught his disciples an identifying prayer that was 

theirs alone.  Many of the Jewish rabbis did that.  They taught their followers prayers 

that were exclusive to them.  You could call it first century team building, I suppose, a 

sort of common cheer or chant designed to form some bonding between the 

members of the group, not unlike the little dance routines or cheerleading rituals you 

may have seen at the Olympics in these past few weeks.  The idea was “this belongs 

to us.”  “It says something about us.”  “It tells the world who we are and to which group 

we belong.”   

 

 The first part of the prayer, as I’m sure Pastor Harvey told you last week, tells us a 

whole lot more about God than it does about us.  Luke’s version uses a minimum of 

words, a mere five petitions for the entire prayer.  It’s very simple, very straight-forward.  

The first part is a greeting followed by two imperatives, “Father, hallowed be your 

name.  Your kingdom come.”  Those two are about God.  Then come the three 

phrases that are about us.  “Give us today our daily bread.”  “Forgive us our sins…”  

And “save us from the time of trial.”  We’re going to spend this week and the next on 

the first part, then lump the last three together as the conclusion to our summer series 

of preaching.   

 

 So, “How does this happen?”  “How is God’s name made holy?”  The Jews of 

Jesus’ day certainly regarded God’s name as holy.  They thought it so holy that the 

avoided saying it at all costs.  Whenever they encountered it in the written scriptures, 

they substituted a description of God for the name of God.  They said “the Lord” rather 

than use the name God had given to Moses in the story of the burning bush.  In fact, 

they went so far as to stop writing the name altogether.  Instead, they simply drew four 

blank spaces to indicate the four omitted Hebrew letters of the sacred name.  It was 

just that “holy.”  Of course, the second commandment reinforced this practice by 

warning, “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.”  But holiness isn’t 

just about how a name gets used, spoken or unspoken.  It’s about the respect and 



2 

 

honor shown to the relationship the name represents.  The reason the name of God 

given to Moses is so powerful is that it represents a powerful God, the God Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob, yes; but also, the God of the Exodus, the God of the Ten Command-

ments, the God of Israel, the God of all Creation.  Our reading from Ezekiel for today 

indicates what happens when this relationship is ignored.  When people do not keep 

the covenant or honor the commandments upon which the relationship is based, they 

become scattered, exiled, no longer a people or a nation to the eyes of the world.  

Into this situation, the prophet proclaims the good news that God has determined to 

act.  God will restore the holiness of God’s name.  God will return the people to their 

homeland.  God will establish their nation once again.  God will make the people 

clean.  And God will give them new and presumably obedient hearts that will once 

again display God’s holiness to all the world. 

 

 Martin Luther was a biblical scholar, a student of the Old Testament.  I’m sure he 

had read the words of Ezekiel. He will say that God’s name is hallowed “whenever the 

word of God is taught clearly and purely and we, as God’s children, also live holy lives 

according to it.”  So, when we pray “Hallowed be thy name,” we are not only praying 

that God’s name be made or kept holy, but that our lives might be transformed as we 

live lives that reflect God’s holiness into the world around us.  For this, we need God’s 

help, for we are no more inclined to keep God’s name holy by honoring our relation-

ship with God than were the people of Israel.  Sin is always going to get in the way.  

Selfishness will stop us in our tracks.  Fear and insecurity will turn us away from the path 

of God.  We will be tempted to take matters into our own hands and rely on our own 

strength and ingenuity to battle the evils we see all around us.  Ultimately, that will not 

work.  We will be doomed by our own pride and arrogance.  One of the things I really 

appreciated about being able to attend the Churchwide Assembly was being able to 

worship every day and hear some very fine preaching centered on the word of God.  

One of the preachers looked at the world around us and the situation I have just 

described, in which sin, selfishness, fear and temptation take over our lives, and he 

called that “graveyard thinking.”  “It is the way of the world,” he said, “which leads 

only to death and destruction.”  It does not see the power of God, of new life and of 

resurrection already in its midst.  It sees only the false promises of idol gods and it 

places its hope in that which provides no hope at all.  “But we,” he told us, “are not a 

graveyard people.  We are a resurrection people.  We are a people who see the holy 

power of God in the promise of new life brought about by the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ.”  That is the transformative power of God’s word, which takes us from being no 

people to being God’s people, which changes us from being a profane people to 

being a holy people, which moves us from being a do-nothing people to a people 

who reflect and express God’s holiness in the world around us.  “How does this 
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happen?”  It happens in the faithful teaching and holy living out of God’s word of love 

and life and resurrection and hope in the living word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ.  So, 

when we pray “Hallowed be thy name,” it does say something about us.  It says, “We 

are God’s people, who are made holy and kept holy by the power of God’s word, 

living and active in our lives.”  This does belong to us.  And it tells the world who we are 

and to whom we belong.  

        Amen. 


