Stowe 1662 - Sunday, 11 April, 2010

The Lord's Prayer - "Hallowed be Thy name"

Readings: Exodus 3:1-6, Hebrews 4:12-13, John 3:16-21

Introduction

Over the last two weeks we've had a number of events in St Neots organised by a group of churches and designed to encourage people to come and learn more about the Christian message. Some of them had a theme of wide interest like, "Paranoid parents and how not to be one," which hopefully was of help to parents who are currently raising children - and probably helped older people to realise where they'd gone wrong! On another evening there was a talk on how to manage your finances and stay out of debt - very much a sign of the times. And these talks were given by Christian people with some expertise in these areas.

There was also a meeting where people were invited to put questions about the Christian faith to a panel of three church minsters and a lady worker from Birmingham. Christians brought their non-Christian friends along. There were the usual questions like "Can you trust the Bible?" and "How do you know that the Resurrection is true?" And then a question from someone whose motive for asking wasn't entirely clear, was it a genuine question from someone seeking or a question from someone just trying to be mischievous? Well, whatever the motive, the question was a real purler!  "What does God look like?"

I won't tell you how the panel answered that question, not for the moment anyway, but I thought at the time, what a good question, "What does God look like?" I wonder how you would answer if that question were put to you? I suppose an instinctive response would be "God is love" though I confess I really never know what a person means when they say that. There's something reassuring about it, even rather cosy, but what does it mean in reality?

If you put the question to a wider range of people, you'll get a whole range of answers from "I don't believe there is a God," to "I believe there's Someone looking over us," to "If there is a God He doesn't seem to do much to help us." We all have a personal view but if there is something called reality - an existence outside ourselves whether we believe it or not - there can only be one answer to the question, whatever that is. Believing something, no matter how vehemently, doesn't make it true. And if the reality is a God to Whom we must answer for our actions and thoughts then we would be extremely foolish to turn away from the question as though ignoring it will make the matter go away. There will be consequences.

God our Father

The Bible is never in any doubt that God exists. Indeed, its whole message is based upon the assumption that He does exist and has a deep concern for us, His creatures. The message of the gospel is that His concern is so great that He came and lived among us in the person of His Son, Jesus Christ. But the question remains, What is He like? And why did Jesus come?

In the present sermon series, we're considering parts of the greatest prayer of all, The Lord's Prayer, taught by Jesus to his disciples, and it tells us a great deal about God and what He is like. The opening words tell us that our relationship with God is that of children to a Father and we should therefore address God as Our Father who is in heaven. The picture is of a loving father who cares about His children and delights to hear our voices to Him.

God is Holy

But the second line of the prayer conveys a very different dimension to God's character: "hallowed be your name," and it is this aspect of God that we're particularly considering this morning - with the utmost reverence and acknowledgement that He is the sovereign Lord of all things whether in heaven or on earth. "Hallowed be your name," this is not us conveying upon God an attribute, it is acknowledging what He is, in other words, God is holy.

Names and meanings

Names used to be given because of their meaning. They sometimes reflected the circumstances in which a child was born or its personality. For example, the name Isaac was given to Abraham and Sarah's son meaning 'he laughs' which expressed the joy of a child. Or when God changed Abram's name to Abraham meaning 'father of many' after God's promise that his descendants would be as many as the stars in the sky or sand on the seashore.

In our own time the reason for names seems to have changed, at least for many. Some years ago I was asked to work through the baptismal register of a parish church and note the popularity of names, it was a fascinating experience. In the nineteenth century there was a mixture of Old Testament names such as Abraham and Gabriel together with national figures such as Victoria and Albert. As I moved into the twentieth century the names changed to those of film stars and national heroes.  I won't comment on some of the names given to children to-day for fear of offending someone but they seem to me to reflect the parents' celebrity interests rather than a hope that the child would live up to the name!

But when we're told to pray, "hallowed be your name," the reasons are none of these. A name, in this sense, sums up the whole character, all that is known or revealed about the Person and here the word hallowed means 'made holy', 'reverenced.' It indicates a proper attitude in approaching God, it means showing due reverence for God. It is a prayer that, as one writer said, 'God shall be God, that man shall not whittle God down to a manageable size and shape.' (Melinsky)

Balanced worship

Perhaps it's a good time to be reminded of this aspect of God's character. In the past few decades there has been an upsurge of less formal forms of worship epitomised by what is called charismatic

worship. People have different personalities and some wish to worship their God in a more extrovert way and there's absolutely nothing wrong with that, in fact there are times when, as an inhibited Englishman, I quite envy such openness of spirit. At its best, there is a sense of joy and a loving relationship with a loving Father.

But such worship can have its excesses and, in the desire to know God as a loving Father, we can become over familiar and regard God as a 'good Pal,' an 'ever present Friend, always there to get us out of trouble.' Perhaps this is reflected in some of the many new songs of worship, some of which seem to say more about ourselves than of the Lord.

But I don't want to give the wrong impression, at the other end of the spectrum there is the wooden, unemotional, what passes for, worship. It's a question of balance and the point I'm making is that no matter how marvellous it is to bask in the sunshine of God's love, we must never forget Who He is and that He is Holy.

Approaching God

But what is the right way to approach such a God? Our first reading gave us some idea of what it is like to be in God's presence. Moses was in exile tending to sheep when he came to Mt Horeb and saw an extraordinary sight, a bush which was burning but not being consumed by the flames. He is called by God and ordered to take off his sandals because he is standing on holy ground. Although he could not see Him he was in the presence of God, taking off his sandals was a sign of deference to a holy God.

But there are more graphic examples of God's holiness in the Scriptural record and its affect upon a man. In Isaiah we have the account of the prophet's vision: 

"..... I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another:

"Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty;

the whole earth is full of his glory."

At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. "Woe to me!" I cried. "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty." (Isaiah 6:1-5)

An awareness of God's holiness seems to have a two-fold effect. On the one hand, a person is overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of the experience. The apostle John wrote, "God is light; in him there is no darkness at all." (1 John 1:5) and the experience of something totally not unknown before, the sense of light and purity is simply overwhelming. We have another example on the mount of Transfiguration where Luke records that "As [Jesus] was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning." (Luke 9:29)

But the other effect is that the person is overwhelmed by a sense of inadequacy, unworthiness and sinfulness. Isaiah cried out in despair overwhelmed by the sheer majesty and holiness of God and a sense of his own uncleanness as he stood before Him. In one of his earliest encounters with Jesus, Peter had a similar experience when he reluctantly followed Jesus' advice to cast the fishing nets on the other side of the boat, against his better judgment. The catch proved so great that they were in danger of sinking but, more than that, Peter became aware that he was in the presence of someone he'd never experienced before. His reaction is similar to Isaiah's: He "...fell at his Jesus' knees and said, "Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!'" (Luke5:8)

After speaking unwisely, Job is confronted by God in all His might and power and Job's reaction is similar,

"My ears had heard you

but now my eyes have seen you.

Therefore I despise myself

and repent in dust and ashes." (Job 42:5-6)

"Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken," writes the writer to the Hebrew Christians, "let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe, for our 'God is a consuming fire.'" (Hebrews 12:28-29)

Hallowed be your name.

The wonder of the gospel

When we see God in this light, the question has to be asked: Dare we approach such a God? When the Temple existed there was a place known as The Holy of Holies. The temple was designed to have  progressive areas with an outer court through, ultimately, to the very centre of the temple where God commanded that only the High Priest could enter. There he represented the people to God and God to the people. And such was the terror of disobeying God that a rope was tied about the High Priest so that if he should die or be incapacitated within the Holy of Holies, he could be pulled out rather than someone attempting to enter, in fear of his life, to retrieve the High Priest.
How can we reconcile the God of such holiness with the notion that He is love and wants to befriend us? That He is our Father as Jesus encouraged us to pray? If a realisation of how holy God is only makes us aware of our own unworthiness and uncleanness before Him, how can we be reconciled to Him?

Well, it's only by beginning to appreciate the true nature of God in all His holiness and utter purity that we can begin to appreciate the whole wonder of the gospel. And the answer to that lies not in an idea or a set of principles or in our trying to do better because experience will quickly tell us that we can't do it by works, the answer lies in none of these but in a Person, the Lord Jesus Christ.

In our second reading we heard part of an account of a man called Nicodemus who had an encounter at night with Jesus. You're familiar with the meeting. Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council, a man who knew all about the holiness of God and the profound reverence to be shown to Him, visited Jesus at night when, presumably, he would rather not be seen by any fellow councillor. After a few words of pleasantries from Nicodemus, Jesus cuts in to the real reason for Nicodemus' visit, How can I know God and have eternal life? Jesus tells him that he must receive a new spirit before he can see the kingdom of God and he calls it being born again. 

Nicodemus is confused and asks how a person can be born again, but there's more to come! And this is how he - and we - can be reconciled to our holy God.

Love unknown  

Samuel Crossman wrote in the opening lines of his wonderful hymn,

"My song is love unknown;

my Saviour's love to me;

love to the loveless shown,

that they might lovely be. 
(1624-83)

And that is exactly the burden of what Jesus tells Nicodemus - and the message rings down to us here this morning - that the God who is holy, who is utterly pure and flawless, who is the Creator of all things, including ourselves, loves us! And two thousand years ago He showed us just how much He loves us. To paraphrase what Jesus said to Nicodemus,

 "I have come into the world from a place called Heaven to tell you how much God loves you (John 3:12). In fact, He loves you so much that He has sent me, His only Son, not only to tell you of His love but, because it is your only hope to be reconciled to Him, to die for you. I have not come to condemn you but to offer you life through believing in me and what I am telling you, but if you won't believe then you are already condemned." (John3:16-21)

That is the essence of our second reading this morning.

Conclusion

"Two thousand years ago!" You may say. What has that got to do with me to-day? Well, that takes us back to the question put to the panel at the meeting in St Neots, "What does God look like?" And the answer is the same for us to-day as it was for Nicodemus.

In the fourteenth chapter of John's gospel we find the record of an extraordinary exchange between the disciples and Jesus. They're in the Upper Room and Jesus has just identified the person who would betray him, Judas. But he's also preparing them for the fact that he would shortly be leaving them when Peter, impetuous Peter, declares his willingness to go with Jesus even if it costs him his life. As we all know, Peter, for all his bravado, was to deny his Lord before the night was out.

Jesus tells them that he is going to leave them in order to prepare a place for them to follow and be with him, he also tells them that they know the way to this place. Not surprisingly, they protest that they don't know where he's going let alone the way to get there. (John 14:5)

What Jesus then says lies at the very heart of the gospel truth, indeed if what he says is not true then there is no Christian gospel:

"I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me." What a wonderfully unequivocal statement! It brooks no alternative, "No one comes to the Father except through me." He doesn't say, "I am one of a number of ways," or "There are many paths to the top of the mountain and I'm just one of them." He is emphatic, "I am the way and the truth and the life."

But what he says next is even more amazing. It's difficult to know the motive behind Philip's question and it's always dangerous to speculate but, for whatever reason, Philip asks to see God with this breathtaking understatement: "Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us." (v8) Jesus' reply tells us everything about Himself.

"Don't you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say 'Show us the Father?'"

Do you want to know what God is like? Then look at Jesus Christ. And what will you see? 

A Person

· without fault, so innocent that they had to find false witnesses to bring trumped up charges against him

· of compassion for the people, who wept with those who wept and mourned with those who mourned

· who experienced life as we experience it and knows what it is like to be human

· who loved us so much that he gave his life on the Cross that we may have life 

· who, as we have just been celebrating, conquered death

· who extends his hand to us to know him as friend and Saviour and to spend all eternity with him


When you look at Jesus you are looking at God manifest in the flesh. John, who had lived with him 
for three years wrote, "The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his 
glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and 
truth." (John 1:14) 


The writer to the Hebrew Christians said it so well,


"The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all 
things by the power of his word." (Hebrews 1:3)


But Jesus is not just someone we read about in a book. If we want to know about him we do need to 
go to the reliable record of his life on earth, the gospels, but the Christian gospel is not just knowing 
about him, it is knowing him as our personal 
Lord and Saviour. The message of the Christian gospel - 
the Good News - is that he is alive, as we celebrated last Sunday. He is alive that we may, through 
him, approach a holy God who loves us and wants to be our Heavenly Father in this world and the 
next.


And Jesus said that this promise is for "whoever believes in him." Forgive me if I 
intrude into your 
inner, private thoughts, Have you believed in him? Not in terms of 
an intellectual assent but as an 
active commitment to believe in him and to follow him faithfully.


"The radiance of God's glory." Holiness. For all that He has done and for all that He is, ought we not 
to bow the knee to such a loving and holy God. To thank Him and to humbly accept His gracious 
offer of salvation in His dear Son?


Hallowed, indeed, be Your Name. 

Amen.

