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With all the pressures and frustrations of life facing us every morning, it might be 
useful to consider for a moment the Hebrew perspective on prayer.  The shift in 
focus helps us to see that the answer to our usual questions are not as far away 
as we might think. 
  
Fundamental to all Hebrew thought about God is this:  God is the absolute King and 
Ruler and Creator of the universe.  In theological terms, God is sovereign.  The 
immediate implication is that God is in control of everything.  So, the Hebrew view 
of history, personal and corporate, is saturated with God’s purposes.  Job tells us 
that no plan of God’s can be thwarted.  Proverbs tells us that the heart of the king is 
in the hand of the Lord and is directed like an irrigation channel.  The prophets 
remind us that God uses both good and evil to bring about His plans.  In the 
Hebrew worldview, God is in charge, period. 
  
It is also quite clear that God never makes a move that is not motivated by His 
purposes.  There are no accidental or incidental decisions in heaven.  God always 
does exactly what is the correct thing to do in order to bring about the divine 
objective. 
  
So, when it comes to the shape and direction of our lives, God is no less diligent in 
His control, guidance and objective.  He wants to accomplish His purposes in us – 
and He will do that for there is no one and nothing that can prevent Him.   
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One additional ingredient must be added to the mix before we can truly 
understand the purpose and process of prayer.  God is good.  God is absolutely 
holy, has no second agendas and will always do what is necessary and essential 
to bring about the best result.  Of course, we might not think that what happens in 
life is the best result, but we are not God.  Since God is good, we must rest our 
evaluation of circumstances and events on His character, not the appearance of 
actions.  This is incredibly important for it will often seem as though what happens 
to us and to others does not make sense.  If we were to judge the 
appropriateness of actions on the basis of our evaluation, we would slip quietly into 
the Greek model of divinity where man and man’s reason is the final arbiter of what 
is good and right.  No Hebrew could ever make such a mistake.  God’s ways are 
not our ways.  No man is able to see the biggest picture.  The finite mind is 
structurally insufficient to discern the ways of eternity and the infinite.  In the end, we 
either trust in God’s character or we fight for our version of justice. 
  
So, what does this mean when I get on my knees?  The Hebrew perspective is 
different than the usual, Greek-oriented, contemporary Christian approach.  The 
Hebrew prays that his heart will be transformed in such as way that he will be fully 
prepared to accept what God has to offer.  This is very different than the usual 
prayer asking God to provide what I think I need.  Hebrew prayer opens the door 
to the holy, sovereign God to choose what is best and give what is necessary.  
Hebrew prayer is always in perfect alignment with the will of the Father because it 
assumes that the issue at hand is not with the giver but with the receiver.  God will 
always do what is right, holy, blessed and perfect.  I don’t have to convince Him of 
that.  It is in His nature to do these things.  What is needed is that I become the kind 
of person who is able to receive what God has to offer.  In other words, my heart 
must be prepared to be in perfect alignment with what God already knows to be 
the right, holy, blessed and perfect action.  When I pray for anything else, I run the 
risk of being out of alignment with the will of the Father, finding my prayers (really 
requests) unanswered and ending up frustrated (and blaming).   
  
I can always count on God to do what is best for me, and for His entire creation.  
My job in prayer is to prepare my heart to accept what He is doing.  Once my 
heart is in alignment, I discover peace.  I discover joy.  I discover purpose and 
power.  Why?  Because I know that the heavenly Father knows what He is doing, 
and all I have to do is completely trust Him. 
  
Too often our prayers carry the subtle suggestion that we have to convince God 
to act with holy intent.  We go to prayer as if it were a negotiating session, as if God 
had to be convinced to act righteously on our behalf.  That way is Greek.  That way 
assumes that my view is large enough to see how the pieces should fit together 
and all I must do is get God to cooperate.  That view is blasphemous and 
idolatrous for it sets me on par with God. 
  
The Hebrew knows that God does exactly what is needed to bring about 
righteousness.  Therefore, the Hebrew realizes that the impediment is not with God 
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but with me.  My heart must be shaped to receive God’s grace as He desires to 
provide it.  Paul is entirely Hebrew when he remarks that he has learned to be 
content in all things.  Reaching this stage in prayer is not easy.  Even Paul asked 
three times for God to cooperative with Paul’s plans.  But the answer sets us all 
straight.  “My grace is sufficient.”  Now you know why Jesus could say, “Why are you 
concerned about tomorrow?  Doesn’t God take care of the birds and the flowers?  
Won’t He also take care of you?” 
  
May your prayers reflect the holiness, sovereignty and righteousness of who God 
is. 

 

The Lord’s Prayer: 
The Essence of  Jesus ’  Mo del Prayer in the Context  of  
First-century Jud aism 

Modern r eade r s  who under stand the L ord’s  Prayer  within its  l inguistic 
and cultural  context gain a  new,  p rofound under standing of  Jesu s ,  His  
faith ,  and what He expects of  His  fol lower s .  

By Marc Turnage 

INTRODUCTION 
Jesus ’  world  shaped Him and def ined Him.  He wa s a  f i r st-century  Jew 
(1) ,  and as  such ,  His  me s sage  and faith gr ew out of  the soil  of  f i r st-
century Judaism.  When Jesus  taught His  disciples  to pray (Matthew 
6 :9–13;  Luke  1 1 :2–4),  He did  so within the contemporary  context of  
Jewish prayer ,  communicating through this  prayer  His  v iew of  God 
and humanity .  Although Christians have  prayed “The Lord’s  Prayer”  
s ince the beginning of  the Church (2) ,  few have sought to place the 
prayer  within the cultural ,  historical ,  and l inguistic context of  Jesus 
and f i r st-century  Judaism.  Among the various voices  of  Christian 
interpretation of  the Lord’s  Prayer ,  we  often ove rlook the voice of  
Jesus  of  Nazareth.  

Under standing the complexities of  Je sus’  s imple words  is  not about 
spiritual insight or  rev ealed wisdom.   Rather ,  by  l istening to it  in its  
l inguistic and cultural  context ,  we gain  gr eater  insight into the faith of  
Jesus ,  His  view of  God,  and how He taught us to approach God. 

The goal  of  this  e s say is  to s e rve  as  a  mouthpiece for  Jesus ,  and 
allow the reader  to sit at the feet  of  Jes us and let  Him teach us ,  
gaining insight into the original  util ity and profound theology of  the 
Lord’s  Prayer .   Perhaps  by  entering into His  world  and hearing His  
voice ,  we can allow Him to enter  ours  and better  communicate His  
message  today.  
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PRAYER IN ANCIENT JUDAISM 
After  the return of  the Jewish people f r om Babylonian captivity (sixth 
century B .C .) ,  public l i turgies ,  which included prayer  and a reading 
f rom the Torah ,  became more prominent and se r ved to deepen the 
re ligious feelings  of  the Jewish people .  I n re sponse to the growing 
re ligious importance of  Torah r eading and prayer  during the Second 
T emple Period ,  the Jewish people e stablished the synagogue (3).  
Although we do not know their  precis e origins ,  synagogues  existed 
within Jewish communities by  the third-century  B .C . 

The dive r se  Jewish l iterature of  the Gr e co-Roman Period (e .g . ,  Dead 
Sea Scrolls  and rabbinic l i terature)  indicates that f ixed prayer s  
became an important part  of  the r eligious expre s sions of  Jewish 
communities and individuals .  With the rise  of  f ixed prayer s ,  the sage s 
repeatedly warned against prayer  becoming a “f ixed” practice .  The 
sage s  did  not want l i turgies  to reduce prayer  to something 
mechanical and pe rfunctory,  devoid of  inward devotion.  To this  end ,  
the sage s  repeatedly  emphasized the intention of  the heart  in  public 
or  pr ivate prayer  (see  Luke 18 :9–14) .  

The most  prominent of  the f ixed prayer s  that began during the 
Greco-Roman Period ,  sti l l  prayed among Jewish communities today 
(4) ,  is  the Shemoneh Es reh (“the Eighteen [benedictions]”) ,  which 
refe r s  to the number of  benedictions within this  prayer  (5) .  This  
prayer  was in  its  pre s ent form by A .D .  90–100,  with many of  its  
portions dating to the f i r st  and second centurie s B .C .  According to 
Rabban Gamaliel  (c .  A .D .  90–100),  “One must say  the Eighteen 
[benedictions]  e ve ry  day . ”  (6) .  The sag e s  recognized ,  howeve r ,  that 
l i fe  situations did  not always pe rmit praying the ful l  “E ighteen 
Benedictions , ”  so they of fered abbr eviated prayer s  that people could 
pray and fulf i l l  their  obligation.  

Rabbi El iezer ,  a  young contemporary  of  Je sus ,  p rovided an 
abbreviated prayer  that can fulf i ll  one’s  obligation to recite the 
‘Amidah:  “May Your  wil l  be done in  the heavens above,  and g rant 
peace of  mind to those who fear  You below,  and do what is  good in  
Your  eyes .   Ble s sed ar e You ,  O Lord ,  who answe r s  prayer . ”  (7) .  The 
s imilarity between this  prayer  and the prayer  Jesus taught His  
disciples  is  quite apparent.  This  s imilari ty ,  along with others  
discus sed below — and the wide sprea d tendency of  sage s  to of fer  
abbreviated prayer s  to their  disciples  that fulf i l led the obligation of  
praying the ‘Amidah — indicate that in the Lord’s  Prayer  Je sus  
provided His  disciples  with His  own abbreviated prayer  of  the g reat  
Jewish prayer ,  a  p rayer  He and His  dis ciples  knew well .  
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OUR FATHER IN HEAVEN 

The Lord’s  Prayer  begins “Our  Father  in  heaven” (Matthew 6 :19) (8) ,  a  
common form of  refe rence to God in  ancient Jewish prayer s .   Within 
the Old T e stament,  prophets and poets repeatedly used the imagery  
of  father  to refe r  to God (9).   By identifying God as  “Father , ”  the 
bibl ical authors r ecall  the fact  we a re  God’s  creation,  and as  His  
children ,  we have a re sponsibi l ity to obey Him and fol low His  ways 
(Deuteronomy 32:6 ;  Malachi 1 :6) .  

Jesus  us ed the phra se  “Our Father” to identify God’s  fatherhood of  
eve ry  human,  whether  r ighteous or  not:  “Love your  enemie s and pray 
for  those who per s ecute you,  so that you may be sons of  your  Father  
who is  in heaven .   For  he mak e s  his  sun ris e on the evil  and on the 
good,  and sends  rain on the just  and on the unjust” (Matthew 5 :44,45,  
ESV).  (10) .  

According to Jesu s ,  no one per son or  g roup has  exclusive rights to 
God;  eve ryone is  His  child.   Je sus’  wor ldview fol lows that of  the sage s.  
According to Jesu s and the sage s ,  God,  l ike a  good father ,  take s  
care  of  His  children even when they do not des e rve  it  (Matthew 6 :25–
34;  7 :7– 11 ;  Luke 1 1 :9–13;  12:22–32).  Y et,  He wil l  also discipl ine them within 
His  love and mercy (Proverb s 3 : 11 , 12 ;  Hebrews  12:5–11) .  

MAY YOUR NAME BE SANCTIFIED 
After  the invocation,  “Our  Father  in  heaven , ”  Jesus introduces  the f i r st  
benediction of  the prayer ,  “hallowed be Your  name” (Matthew 6 :9 ,  
KJV) .  The common rende ring of  the f i r st  benediction of  the Lord’s  
Prayer  fai ls  to capture the meaning of  the phrase  a s Jesus intended 
it .  This  was  not a  statement of  praise  and exaltation;  rather ,  the 
Hebrew  phrase  behind the Gree k  of  the Gospels  is  be st  rende red 
“may Your  name be sanctif ied . ”  

In the Old Te stament,  we encounter  the idea of  sanctify ing the name 
of  God in Isaiah 6 :3 .  The prophet  Ezekiel  also declar ed ,  “ I  [God]  wil l  
show my g reatnes s  and my holines s  ( l it .  I  wil l  make mysel f  g reat  and 
sanctify mysel f) ,  and I  wil l  make  myself  known in the s ight of  many 
nations .  Then they wil l  know that I  am the Lord” (Ezekiel  38 :23).  The 
Hebrew  phrase  “I  wil l  sanctify myself ”  parallels  Jesus’  benediction 
“may Your  name be sanctif ied . ”  

According to Ez ekiel ,  God sanctif ies His  name by His  actions .  Both 
the Old T e stament and ancient Jewish l iterature indicate that God’s  
people sanctify His  name by the way they act.  Wheneve r  people obey 
His  commandments they sanctify God’s  name.  The opposite of  
sanctifying God’s  name by our  obedience is  to profane His  name 



	   6	  

through disobedience (Number s  20:12) .  

Later  Jewish sage s  forbade any unethical economic dealings  with 
Genti les le st  “the name of  Heaven be p r ofaned among the nations” 
because  His  children invoked the name of  God in  their  actions .  
L ikewise ,  Paul in Romans 2 :21–24 called on Jew s in  Rome to l ive holy 
l ive s in  the midst  of  the Genti les lest  the name of  the Lord be 
profaned among the Gentiles  as  in  Ez ekiel  36 :23.  God’s  name is  
sanctif ied either  by  how He acts or  how we act;  consequently ,  we 
profane His  name in  our  disobedience,  especially in how we relate to 
other s .  

Jewish suf fer ing in  the year s leading up to the t ime of  Jesu s and in  the 
year s a fterward occur red largely  because of  Jewish commitment to 
obey God’s  commandments .   As  a  re sul t ,  the phra se  “the 
sanctif ication of  the Name” became a e uphemism for  martyrdom — 
dying because  of  their  devotion to the commands of  God. 

Previously we sugge sted that the Lord’s  Prayer  wa s an abbr eviated 
prayer  Je sus  taught — l ike other  Jewish sage s  — that fulf i lled one’s  
obligation of  praying the ‘Amidah.  The third  benediction of  the 
‘Amidah,  known as the Kedusah (sanctification) ,  parallels  the f i r st  
benedictions of  the Lord’s  Prayer :  “May we sanctify Your  name in  this  
world  as  it  is  sanctif ied in  the highest  of  heaven” — “May Your  name 
be sanctif ied .  …  May Your  wil l  be done on earth as it  is  in  heaven . ”   As  
we wil l  see ,  the f i r st  three benedictions of  the Lord’s  Prayer  — “May 
Your  name be sanctif ied , ”  “May Your  kingdom come, ” and “May Your  
wil l  be done” — ar e poetically parallel  and variations of  the same 
thing .   Je sus  began His  prayer  with the benediction as king God that 
His  name would be sanctif ied by  the way in which His  disciples  obey 
Him perfectly in this  world  as the heave nly hosts do in the highe st  of  
heavens ,  for  whe reve r  God’s  wil l  is  done His  name is  sanctif ied .  

MAY YOUR KINGDOM COME 
Jesus  us ed the phra se  “kingdom of  heaven” more than any other  within 
the Gospels  yet,  historically ,  i t  is  p robably one of  the most 
misunder stood idea s within Christendom.   T raditionally ,  theologians 
and scholars  have def ined the phrase  “k ingdom of  heaven” as  e ither ,  
1)  pertaining to something eschatological ( i .e . ,  the end of  the age  
and/or apocalyptic) ,  or  2) Jesu s’  desire  to e stablish  a  mes sianic  
k ingdom on earth,  a  hope dashed by the tragedy of  the Cros s .  

The expre s sion “kingdom of  heaven” only appear s  outside the 
Gospels  within rabbinic  l iterature ;  it  does  not appear in  any other  
Jewish l iterature ,  including the l iterature  intere sted in  apocalyptic or  
eschatological  themes (11) .  Some teacher s  have misled Christians in 
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their  under standing of  the phrase  “kingdom of  heaven” because of  the 
language of  the phra se.  Fir st ,  “heaven” does  not refe r  to a  location.  
Rather ,  during the Hellenistic and Roman per iods (third  century  B .C .–
third  century  A .D .) ,  Jews  avoided articulating the name of  God or  the 
Divine Name.  They spoke  about God using circumlocutions ,  e .g . ,  the 
glory ,  the omnipre sent,  the place,  heaven .  Thus ,  the “kingdom of  
heaven” is  no di f fe rent f rom the “kingdom of  God” (as the phras e 
appear s in  Luke’s  Gospel) .  

Second,  “kingdom” in English  denotes a  physical  place.  In  Hebrew,  
howeve r ,  the word for  “kingdom” (מלכות)  is  a  ve rbal  noun and is  better  
translated a s “re ign” or  “rule , ”  thus ,  the “rule  (reign) of  God.”  In  the 
Lord’s  Prayer ,  the phrase  “May Your  kingdom come” could sugge st  a  
future realization of  the “coming” of  God ’s  re ign ,  but the Hebr ew 
phrase  behind the Gre e k of  the Gospels  sugge sts  the notion of  
“making one k ing” or  “establishing one as  king . ”  In  this  way ,  Je sus’  
benediction parallels  the Jewish prayer ,  the Kaddish :  “May He cause  
His  kingdom (rule) to re ign . ”  (12) .  The phras e “May Your  k ingdom come” 
would be better  paraphrased a s “May You continue establishing Your  
re ign . ”  

Among the sage s ,  the phrase  “kingdom of  heaven” anticipated a 
future t ime when God would r eveal  His  rule to al l  the inhabitants of  
the world .   At this  t ime,  God would remove the yoke of  foreign 
domination f rom Is rael .   Some also anticipated that the rev elation of  
the “kingdom of  heaven” would signal  the defeat of  Satan and his  
power s .  ( 13) .   At  pre s ent,  those obeying God’s  commands 
acknowledge His  r ight to rule ove r  them and thus realize the 
“kingdom of  heaven . ”  

The sag e s connected the realization of the kingdom of  heaven in  this  
world  with Is rael ’s  obedience to God.  I n fact,  they  attr ibuted Is rael ’s  
subjection to foreign ruler s  as  a  re sult of  disobedience:  “ I f  the house 
of  Is rael  transg re s s e s  the Law,  foreign nations wil l  rule  ove r  her ,  and 
if  they keep the L aw,  mourning ,  tr ibulation,  and lamentation wil l  depart  
f rom her . ”  ( 14) .   Consequently ,  within rabbinic circle s ,  the phra se  
“kingdom of  heaven” developed as  an anti-Zealot slogan in opposit ion 
to the Zealots who demanded the sole rule of  God.  The Z ealots 
fought against Rome and those all ied with her  believing that by  using 
Rome’s  tactics of  violence against  her  they could e stablish  God’s  rule 
on the earth (Luke 22:24–27).  

In contrast  to the violence advocated by the Zealots ,  the sage s  
taught that the r ealization of  God’s  rule on the earth would come 
whenever  His  people obeyed His  commands.  For  both Jesus and the 
sage s ,  the k ingdom of  heaven is  pre s e nt and future .  
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While God’s  reign wil l  be vi sibly  reveale d in the future ,  His  re ign is  
rev ealed pr e sently in the obedience of  His  people .   Je sus ,  however ,  
uniquely under stood His  movement as  inaugurating a  historical  point-
in-time in which the Kingdom was  “breaking forth” (Matthew 11 : 12 ;  Luke  
17 :20,21) ,  and we identify those l iving pr es ently in the k ingdom of  
heaven by  their  obedience to the commands of  God (Matthew 5 :20).  

Within the Lord’s  Prayer ,  Je sus’  instruction of  His  disciples to pray ,  
“May You continue establishing Your  r eign ( i .e . ,  through our  
obedience), ”  parallels  the opening benediction,  “May Your  name be 
sanctif ied , ”  because we  sanctify God’s  name and establish  His  r eign 
through our  obedience.  So,  too,  it  parallels  the fol lowing benediction,  
“May Your  wil l  be done on earth  as  it  is  in heaven . ”  Thus ,  at  the outset 
of  Jesus’  model  prayer ,  He teaches  His  disciples  to pray :  “May Your  
name be sanctif ied ,  and may Your  reig n be e stablished through our  
obedience and submission to Your  wil l  and commandments . ”  

MAY YOUR WILL  BE DONE ON EARTH AS IT  IS IN 
HEAVEN 
In the ‘Amidah,  the third  benediction,  the K edusah (“sanctif ication”) ,  
reads :  “We sanctify Your  name in this  world  as  it  is  sanctif ied in  the 
highest  heavens”  (emphasis  added).  Je s us said ,  “May Your  wil l  be 
done on earth a s it  is  in  heaven . ”  

Among the var ious streams of  Jewish piety in the f i r st  century ,  the 
term “wil l” (רצון)   (15) ,  as  it  pertains to the “wil l  of  God, ” was  an important 
and distinguishing theological  concept.   According to the f i r st-century  
Jewish historian,  Josephus ,  que stions re garding divine providence,  or  
the wil l  of  God,  distinguished the three  principal  Jewish parties  
(Pharise e s ,  Sadducee s,  and Es senes) .  Josephus says  rega rding the 
Pharisee s ,  “They say that ce rtain events  are  the wor k  of  Fate ( i .e . ,  
Providence),  but not al l ;  as  to other  ev e nts ,  i t  depends  upon 
our selve s  whether  they shall  take place or  not, ”  (16) ,  speci f ically in 
matters  of  r ighteous and wicked behavior  ( 17) .   Within Pharisaic  
circles ,  doing the wil l  of  God was  equivalent to obeying the 
commandments .  

In contrast  to the Pharisee s ,  the Es s enes  believed eve rything was  
predetermined by  the wil l  of  God.   According to Josephus ,  “The s ect  
of  Es s enes ,  however ,  declare s  that Fate i s  the mistre s s  of  al l  things ,  
and that nothing befalls  men unles s  it  is  in accordance with her  
decre e. ”  (18) .   For  the Es sene s ,  the wil l  of  God determined e ve rything 
within the world ,  e ven identifying the r ighteous and the wick ed .  The 
Es sene s’  predeterminism led them to isolate themselves  f rom the 
re st  of  society and develop sectarian ideas  and practices .  The strict 
predeterminism of  the Es senes  does  not appear  in  the teachings of  
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Jesus ;  moreover ,  an Es sene would not have prayed ,  “May Your  wil l  be 
done in earth and in heaven . ”  

The sag e s f requently connected I s rael ’s  hopes  for  r edemption with 
their  obedience to the commandments of  God (i .e . ,  His  wil l) .  Jesu s 
also as sociated people’s  obedience to God’s  wil l ,  through 
repentance,  with entry  into the kingdom of  heaven ,  and the 
redemptive hopes of  I s rael  (Luke 4 : 16–30;  Matthew 4 : 17 ;  c f .  I saiah 
58:6 –9;  61 : 1 ,2) .  Jesus  taught His  disciples  that,  through their  obedience 
to God,  His  wil l  is  done on earth as it  is  by the angels  of  heaven .  By  
submitting to God’s  rule ,  we  e stablish  His  re ign on earth.  Je sus’  prayer  
as k s God to sanctify His  name,  e stablish His  rule ,  and make  His  w il l  
done by  the obedient submis sion of  Jes us’  fol lower s .  L ike  His  Jewish 
contemporarie s ,  Je sus  v iewed such obedience as  pr eparatory for  
redemption.  

GIVE US THIS DAY OUR DAILY BREAD 
Luke’s  ve r s ion of  the Lord’s  Prayer  r eads ,  “Give us ( l i terally :  be giving 
us continually) each day our  daily brea d” (1 :3) .  Matthew’s  “Give us  
today our  daily bread” (6 : 1 1)  better  p re s erv e s  the Hebraic idiom of  
Jesus ’  entreaty,  a s well  as  Jesu s’  radical conviction that each day 
contains its  own bles sing (Matthew 6 :24 –34;  Luke 12 :22–31) .  

Jesus  dr ew the radical  conclusion that to se e k  one’s  provis ion 
beyond the day expre s s ed anxiety and worry ,  which,  for  Je sus ,  mar k s  
one as  being “of  l i ttle  faith” (Matthew 6 :30–32).   In  this ,  Je sus  belonged 
to a  stream of  Jewish thought that viewed each day as  pos se s sing its  
own sanctity and as  such one should pr aise God for  the pre s ent day 
(Matthew 6 :34).  

In part ,  the genesis  of  this  worldview der ived f rom the episode of  the 
miracle of  manna (“daily br ead”) in the wilderne s s  where  God 
commanded the Is raelites  to “gather  enough for  that day” (Exodus 
16 :4–10).   By r equiring the people to daily rely  on God for  their  
sustenance,  He te sted them to asce rtain i f  they would “fol low my 
instruction or  not” (Exodus 16 :4 ;  c f .  also Deuteronomy 8 :2–4;  Luke  4 :4) .  

Jesus  identif ied those anxious about tomorrow as  being “of  l i ttle  faith . ”  
The source of  this  daily conf idence and outlook lay not in the power  
of  posit ive thinking ,  but in an unrelenting trust  in God,  who creates the 
day and sustains al l  l i fe .  

Jesus ’  instruction to pray ,  “Give us  this  day our  daily bread , ” f i ts  within 
His  attitude re garding anxiety and worr y:  “Do not be anxious ,  saying ,  
‘What shall  we eat , ’  or  ‘What shall  we dr ink , ’  or  ‘What shall  we wea r? ’  
For  …  your  heavenly Father  knows that you need them all .  … Ther efore  
do not be anxious about tomorrow,  for  tomorrow wil l  be anxious for  
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itsel f .  L et  the day’s  own trouble be suff icient for  the day” (Matthew 
6 :31–34,  RSV;  se e Luke  12:22–31) .  At the conclusion of  His  statement 
about worry ,  Je sus  said ,  “ Instead ,  see k  his  kingdom (19) ,  and these  
things  (20) shall  be yours a s  well ”  (Luke 12:31 ,  RSV;  cf .  Matthew 6 :33)  
(21) .  

Jesus  enjoined people to focus on the true source of  their  su stenance 
— our  Father  in  heaven .   Je sus ,  l ike His  Jewish contemporarie s ,  
expre s s ed that only the one who truly trusts  God for  the provision of  
the day can appropr iately study the divine commands.   By  making 
obedience to the wil l  of  God the primary goal  of  one’s  l i fe ,  a  per son 
does  not need to be anxious about the care s  of  l i fe ,  for  one who 
worrie s  about the care s  of  l i fe  misunder stands the character  of  God,  
our  Father .  

FORGIVE US …  AS WE HAVE FORGIVEN 
In the centuries  leading up to the f i r st  century ,  Judaism underwent  a  
transformation that produced a new rel igious sensit ivity wher eby 
people we re  to se rve  God with unconditional love ,  without any thought 
of  reward (22).   This  new r eligious sens it ivity crystall ized around the 
two bibl ical pas sage s ,  “you shall  love the Lord your  God” 
(Deuteronomy 6 :5)  and “you shall  love your  neighbor” (L eviticus 19: 18 ;  
cf .  Luke  10:27) .  People viewed the oath at the conclusion of  L evit icus 
19: 18 (23) as  enforcing the divine command to “ love your  neighbor . ”   In  
ke eping with such an interpretation of  L evit icus 19: 18 ,  the ve r s e 
became interpreted ,  “Love your  neighbor who is  l ike yourself . ”   
Equally important to the development of  this  new sensit ivity was  
Gene sis  1 :27 :  “God cr eated man in his  own image.”   Because ev e ry  
human bear s  the image of  God,  he or  s he has immediate value .  

In circle s wher e this  new sensit ivity dev eloped,  loving one’s  neighbor 
became a pr econdition for  r econciliation with God.   This  same 
sentiment l ies  behind Jesu s’  statement,  “Bles s ed ar e the merci ful ( i .e . ,  
those who show mercy),  for  they wil l  be shown mercy” (Matthew 5 :7) .   
A sage  l iving shortly after  Jesus  obse rv ed ,  “T ransg re s sions between 
a man and his  neighbor are  not expiated by  the Day of  Atonement 
unless  the man f i rst  make s  peace with his  neighbor . ”  (24).   In  l ike  
manner ,  at  the conclusion of  the Lord’s  Prayer ,  Jesu s instructed His  
disciples ,  “For  i f  you forgive men when they s in  against  you,  your  
heavenly Father  wil l  also forgive you.  But i f  you do not forgive  men 
their  s ins ,  your  Father  wil l  not forgive  your  s ins” (Matthew 6 :14 , 15) .  

Jesus  enjoined His  disciples  to pray ,  “Forgive us  . . .  a s we  have  
forgiven . ”  In  other  words ,  our  forgivenes s  f rom God depends  on the 
forgivenes s  we show to other s .  This  new s ensit ivity stands at  the 
heart  of  Je sus ’  me s sage and teachings .   This  development within 
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Judaism enabled Him to draw His  radical conclusion — not echoed 
among His  Jewish contemporar ies  or  His  later  fol lower s  — that we 
should even love our  enemies ,  those w ho hate us (Matthew 5 :43–48 ;  
Luke 6 :27–36).  

Jesus  commanded His  disciple s ,  “There  must be no l imit in your  
goodnes s ,  a s your  heavenly Father’s  goodness  know s no bounds” 
(Matthew 5 :48 ,  NEB) (25).   I f  you love your  neighbor ,  who l ike you is  
created in  God’s  image,  God wil l  show you mercy ,  but i f  you hate your  
neighbor ,  who l ike you is  created in  God’s  image,  God wil l  punish  you 
(Matthew 25 :34–46).   Jesus  taught,  “Do not judge,  and you wil l  not be 
judged.   Do not condemn,  and you wil l  not be condemned.   Forgive ,  
and you wil l  be forgiven .   Give ,  and it  wil l  be given to you.   A  good 
measure ,  p re s s ed down,  shaken together  and running over ,  wil l  be 
poured into your  lap .   For  with the measur e you use ,  it  wil l  be 
measured to you” (Luke 6 :37 ,38)  (26).  

Within Jesus’  thought,  l ike His  Jewish contemporarie s ,  our  re lationship  
with God and His  forgivenes s  of  us depends  on our  re lationships with 
other s and the mercy we show to them (1 John 1 :9 , 10) .   For  Jesus ,  this  
was  no sentimental teaching ,  but the very  e s s ence of  His  mes sage  
(Luke 4 : 16–30).  

 

AND DO NOT BRING US INTO THE GRASP OF 
TEMPTATION, BUT DELIVER US FROM EVIL 
Jewish prayer s ,  l ike  Jewish poetry ,  made f requent use of  parallel ism 
where  one statement reinforces  another .   In  the Lord’s  Prayer ,  the 
phrase s  “May Your  name be sanctif ied , ”   “May Your  k ingdom come, ” 
and “May Your  wil l  be done”  are  parallel isms wher e each statement 
re inforce s the other .  Jesus  also us ed parallel ism in the phrase s  “And 
lead us  not into temptation,  but deliver  us f rom evil ”  (KJV) .  

The English  translation “Lead us  not into temptation” is  too har sh a  
translation of  the Gree k  given the Hebr ew sens e of  the phrase .  A  
better  translation would be “And do not bring us  into the gra sp of  
temptation, ”  a  common sentiment in contemporary  Jewish prayer s .  

Some modern New Te stament translations have translated the 
second phras e “but delive r  us f rom the evil  one , ”  instead of  “but 
deliver  us  f rom evil . ”   While  it  is  pos sible to translate the Gre e k either  
way,  in Hebrew one would not say “evi l  one” in r efe rence to Satan.   
Rather ,  i f  Je sus  had intended His  disciples  to as k  for  deliverance 
f rom Satan,  He would have u sed the ter m “Satan, ”  a  r equest  made in  
some contemporary  Jewish prayer s .   Moreover ,  the parallel ism of  
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these phras e s indicates that the corr e ct translation should be 
“deliver  u s f rom evil , ”  which re states  the request  “do not bring us into 
the gra sp of  temptation. ”  

Jesus  believed people are  tempted be cause evil  inclination rules  
over  them.   I f  God wil l  deliver  us  f rom the rule of  the evil  inclination,  
then He wil l  deliver  us  f rom evil ,  which causes  temptation (1  
Corinthians 10: 13) .  The plea for  deliverance Je sus  placed into His  
model  prayer  further  acknowledge s  God’s  r ight to re ign and our  
submission to His  r eign .  By  recogniz ing our  tendency to be led into 
temptation,  yet  at the same time our  desire  to submit to God’s  rule 
and commandments ,  Jesus  instructs His  fol lower s  to look to God a s 
their  deliver e r  f rom the gra sp of  temptation and evil  (27) .  

CONC LUSION 
The be st  Gr ee k  manuscripts  of  Matthew’s  Gospel  do not include the 
doxology — “For  thine is  the kingdom,  and the powe r ,  and the glory ,  
for  eve r .  Amen” (KJV) — indicating most l ike ly it  was  not part  of  the 
original prayer  Jesus  taught His  disciples .   The genesis  for  this  
doxology most l ikely  came from the use  of  the Lord’s  Prayer  within 
early  Christian wor ship  and l iturgy ,  where  it  was  prayed three  times a  
day (28).  

The Lord’s  Prayer  g r ew out of  the soil  of  Jewish re ligious exper ience 
and piety in the f i rst  century .   I t  anchors  Je sus  within the re ligious l i fe  
of  f i r st-century  Judaism,  particularly the stream of  piety exhibited by  
the sage s .   At  the same time,  the Lord’s  Prayer  p rovides  a  window 
through which His  disciples  gained a vivid  under standing of  His  faith ,  
view of  God,  our  relationship to Him,  and the interr elationship  
between us ,  other s ,  and God.   Modern reader s  who under stand this  
prayer  within its  l inguistic and cultural  context gain  a  new,  profound 
under standing of  Jesus ,  His  faith ,  and what He expected of  His  
disciples .   We feel  l ike  the layer s of  the centuries  have  been 
removed,  and once again we,  too,  can s it at  the feet  of  Je sus  and 
learn f rom the Master .  

 

Marc Turnage,  D irector ,  Center  for  Holy Lands 
Studies for  The General  Council  of  the Assemblies 
of  God,  Springf ield ,  Mis souri 
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Notes 
1 .  Within recent decade s,  it  has become quite popular  to speak  about 
the “Jewishnes s  of  Jesus”  within Christian and New Te stament circles .  
Such trendines s  removes  the study of  Jesus of  Nazareth away f rom 
historical  and l inguistic discipl ines  that are so vital to contextualizing 
and under standing His  words .   In  fact,  the modern trend to 
“rediscover  the Jewishne s s of  Jesu s”  or  “the Jewish roots of  
Christianity” has produced a portrait of  Jesus  quite foreign to Je sus  of  
Nazareth and f i r st-century  Judaism.   The purpose of  this  article  is  to 
engage the Jesus of  the Gospels  and provide a  window into His  
theology and worldview in  the prayer  He instructed His  disciples  to 
pray.  

2.  Cf .  Didache 8 :2 ,3 .  

3.  Acts 15:21 .  Cf .  also Philo,  D e v ita  Mosis  I I ,  215, 16 ;  De  opi f icio mundi ,  
128;  and Josephus ,  Against  Apion 2 : 175.  

4 .  This  p rayer  forms  the heart  of  the morning ,  a fternoon,  and evening 
weekday se rvice s in  the synagogue. 

5.  This  p rayer  i s  also r efe r red to as  the ‘Amidah (“standing”) ,  since it  
is  r ecited while  standing ,  or  s imply a s T ef i lah (“prayer”) ,  the most 
common way to refe r  to this  prayer  in  the early  l i terature .  

6 .  M.  Be rachot 4 :3.  

7 .  T .  Be rachot 3 :7 .  

8 .  Luke’s  ve r s ion of  the Lord’s  Prayer  (L uke 1 1 :2–4) begins “Father”  
omitting the phras e “who is  in heaven . ”  L uke p robably did  this  out of  
sensit ivity for  his  Gr ee k  reader s ,  who would most l ikely  as sociate the 
“father  in  heaven” with Z eus  of  Gre e k mythology.  For  some time,  the 
pagan world  had not believed in  Zeus who re sided in  heaven ;  thus ,  
Luke omitted “who is  in  heaven” and als o the phrase  “your  wil l  be done 
on earth as it  is  in  heaven , ”  s ince they could be misunder stood in  a  
non-Jewish context.  

9.  Jer emiah 31 :9;  P salm 68 :5 ;  103:13;  “our  Father , ”  Isaiah 63:16 ;  64 :8 ;  1  
Chronicles 29 :10;  and “my Father , ”  Jere miah 3:4 ;  3 : 19;  Psalm 89:26 .  

10.  Matthew 5 :44,45;  c f .  b .  Ta’anit 7b .  Scripture quotations mar k ed 
ESV are  tak en f rom The Holy Bible :  English  Standard Ve r sion,  
copyright 2001,  Wheaton:  Good News  Publisher s .  U sed by  permis sion.  
All  r ights  re se r ved .  

11 .  Within nonrabbinic  Jewish l iterature ,  c ertain  aspects of  the concept 
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of  the kingdom of  heaven appear ,  but the phrase  g r ew out of  
rabbinic circles .  

12.  Cf .  also the Eleventh Benediction of  the ‘Amidah:  “And rule ove r  us ,  
You alone. ”  

13.  Cf .  T e stament of  Mose s  10: 1–10;Te stament of  Daniel  6 : 1–5 ;  and Luke 
10: 17–20. 

14 .  Ta rgum on Eze kiel  2 : 10.  

15 . also means favor (c רצון  f .  I sa .  61 :2) .  

16 .  Antiquities 13 : 172.  

17 .  “Everything is  fore s een ,  yet  f reedom of  choice is  given” (m.  Avot 
3: 19) .  

18 .  Antiquities 13: 172 .  

19.  That is  His  rule ,  which is  e stablished by obedience to His  wil l .  

20.  The care s  of  l i fe ,  i .e . ,  clothes ,  food ,  and shelter .  Revis ed Standard 
Ve r sion of  the Bible ,  copyright 1952 [2nd edition,  1971]  by  the Division 
of  Christian Education of  the National Council  of  the Churches  of  
Christ  in the United States of  America .  U sed by  pe rmiss ion.  All  r ights  
re s e rved .  

21 .  Luke 12 :31 ;  c f .  Matthew 6 :33. 

22.  M.  Avot 1 :3 ;  cf .  D .  Flus se r ,  “A  New Sensit ivity in Judaism and the 
Christian Mes sage , ”  in Judaism and the Origins of  Christianity 
(Jerusalem:  Magnes  Pre s s ,  1988),  4 69–489. 

23.  “Love your  neighbor as  yourself  — I  — the Lord” (emphasis  
added).  

24.  M.  Yoma 8 :9 ;  c f .  Matthew 5 :23,24.  

25.  The New English  Bible .  New Te stament,  1961.  C .H .  Dodd,  ed . ,  The 
New English  Bible .  New Te stament.  Oxford and Cambridge:  Oxford 
Unive r sity Pres s  and Cambridge Unive r s ity Pre s s ,  1961.  Bible ,  1970.  
C.H .  Dodd,  ed . ,  The New English  Bible with the Apocrypha .  Oxford 
Unive r sity Pres s  and Cambridge Unive r s ity Pre s s ,  1970. 

26 .  Luke 6 :37 ,38 .  A  saying recorded by Clement of  Rome (c.  A .D .  96)  
attr ibuted to the Lord parallels  Luke  6 : 37 ,38 :  “Be merciful ,  and you wil l 
f ind mercy ;  forgive ,  and you wil l  be for g iven ;  as you do,  so it  wil l  be 
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done to you;  a s you give ,  so it  wil l  be given to you;  as  you judge,  so 
you wil l  be judged;  a s  you do good,  so wil l  good be done to you;  with 
the same measure  in  which you give ,  it  wil l  be given to you” (1  Clement 
13:2) .  

27 .  Cf .  b .  Berachot 17a ;  and Romans 7 :7 –25. 

28.  Cf .  Didache 8 :2 ,3 .  
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