Introduction
Why study the Lord’s Prayer?

Of all the prayers in the Christian tradition, the Lord’s Prayer is probably the most well-known and the best loved. For Christians who have spent much of their life within the faith, it was one of the first prayers we learnt; and we have prayed it at many different moments of our Christian walk. For newer Christians, it expresses in simple language what Christianity is all about. It captures the hearts of both child and adult; it is universal enough to translate into different languages and cultures, and personal enough to relate to our daily lives. It is continually breaking open new truths about God, about us, and about our relationship with our brothers and sisters world-wide.
From the very early days of Christianity this prayer has been attributed to Jesus. It is found in substantially the same form in both Matthew and Luke, which would suggest that it came from a single source - most probably the hypothetical document scholars call Q. 
Matthew and Luke present the prayer slightly differently, reflecting their different backgrounds and audiences. Luke’s version is shorter and comes as the disciples observe Jesus in prayer and request him to “teach us to pray”.  Matthew places the prayer more publicly, as a reaction to the ostentatious behaviour of the “pious” Jews. It is “deeply imbedded in the sermon on the mount” [Stevenson, Abba Father, p. 17] and its radical teachings on behaviour. 
Mark and John do not contain versions of the prayer, but John 17, the ‘High Priestly Prayer’, contains much of the content of the Lord’s Prayer.
The prayer seems to reflect Jesus’ own attitude to prayer – simple, direct, personal.  Roman and Greek prayers to the Gods, and addresses to the Emperors and Procurators, are very flowery and verbose. Compare: “O Jove, opulent, glorious son of Ops, deity supreme, powerful and mighty, bestower of wealth, good hopes and bounty”……
 with “Our Father in Heaven….”

Jesus’ direction in Matt 6.7 – “do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do” - reminds us of the warnings of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes 5.2-3.  Watch what words you use before God – don’t be too quick to speak!

Yet it is still distinctly a Jewish prayer. The themes are drawn from the psalms and prophets and many of the phrases echo the Shema (Deut. 6.4-5) and the Kaddish. The great difference is the fact that Jesus seems to have prayed in Aramaic, rather than in Hebrew. The word for Father, “Abba”, is Aramaic; and whenever this word is quoted in the New Testament ( by John and Paul), the Aramaic is preserved in the text and then translated into Greek. The fact that Jesus prayed in his own “heart” language would seem to free the text to be re-expressed in the heart language of different cultures and generations. It is not entombed in one ancient language and culture.
The prayer has been important from the beginning for devotion, for teaching and, later, for use in the liturgy. As early as 100CE, or soon after, the words of the Lord’s Prayer were being used as the basis of daily prayer, with instructions to “say this prayer three times every day”. (Didache ch. 8)
 Its first use, then, was as an act of devotion. The prayer also seems to have been used as a teaching tool for catechists to prepare people for baptism, even before it was absorbed into the public liturgy of the church.
The shape and balance of the prayer makes it easy to remember. The Greek is simple, direct and rhythmic – almost pared to the bone: a direct address to God as Father, three petitions directed towards God and God’s rule, three petitions for ourselves - our wellbeing and responsibility, then the doxology. Yet each phrase is loaded with meaning.
Which version of the Lord’s Prayer is the ‘right’ one? We have three ancient texts available to us, all slightly different from one another - Matthew 6.9-13, Luke 11.2-4 and the Didache, chapter 8. In the first few centuries of the church, there were a number of different versions in the different manuscripts, reflecting different backgrounds and languages. The text was fluid right up into the 5th century, but the content of the prayer was always substantially the same. Although a doxology does not appear at the end of the Matthew and Luke versions, it does so in the Didache. A Jewish prayer would always conclude with a doxology, so its written inclusion in the Didache prayer may reflect that document’s non- Jewish (probably Syrian) origins. It was accurately preserving the Jewish prayer the community had received.
From earliest times, the prayer has been used, both as a devotion and as a tool for teaching. Tertullian, in the first known commentary on the Lord’s Prayer, called it “a summary of the Gospel”. Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury wrote more recently:

If somebody said, ‘Give me a summary of the Christian faith on the back of an envelope’, the best thing to do would be to write the Lord’s Prayer. (Williams p. 75)


A note about language:
In the following discussion I have used a transliterated form of the Greek from Matthew 6, rather than the more ‘correct’ English translations with which we are familiar. The original order of the Greek words has meaning not always captured in the English translations.


A note about bibliography and references:
I have tried to keep references to other books to a minimum, but where I have used ideas or quotations directly from other authors I have tried to acknowledge that. I am deeply indebted to both John Crossan’s The Greatest Prayer, and Kenneth Bailey’s book, Jesus through Middle Eastern Eyes.


A note about the symbols:

Throughout the study symbols will appear - ((((, indicating points for discussion. If the question is in the footnotes, the symbol will be numbered.
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The Gospel and Didache texts 
(Stevenson, The Lord’s Prayer, p. 19)
	Line
	Matt 6:9-13
	Luke 11:2-4
	Didache 8.2
	John

	1
	Our Father who is in the Heavens
	Father
	Our Father who is in Heaven
	17:1-3, 17:11, 21, 24-25

	2
	may your name be hallowed.
	may your name be hallowed.
	may your name be hallowed.

	17.11-12, 17.26

	3
	May your kingdom come.
	May your kingdom come.
	May your kingdom come.


	17:1-2

	4
	May your will come to pass as in heaven also on earth.
	
	May your will come to pass as in heaven also on earth.

	17:4

	5
	Our bread for the morrow (?) give us today
	Our bread for the morrow (?) give us each day
	Our bread for the morrow (?) give us today

	6:32-35

	6
	and forgives us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors
	and forgive us our sins as we also forgive everyone indebted to us

	and forgive us our debt as we also forgive our debtors
	17:17

	7
	and do not lead us into test
	and do not lead us into test
	and do not lead us into test

	17:11-15

	8 
	but rescue us from the evil one(?)
	
	but rescue us from the evil one(?)
	17.15

	9
	
	
	for yours is the power and the glory forever. Amen.
	


My completely unauthorized and unorthodox translation

of the Lord’s Prayer.
Father of us who [is] in the Heavens,
be sanctified your name;
come your kingdom;
be done your will;
as in the Heavens so on the earth.

Our [daily] bread give us today;

and remit to us our debt 
as also we remit the debtors to us;

and do not lead us to a time of testing

but deliver us from evil [the evil one].
� Prayers to Various Deities from the Plays of Plautus


�HYPERLINK "http://www.novaroma.org/religio_romana/plautus_prayers_to_various_deities.html"�http://www.novaroma.org/religio_romana/plautus_prayers_to_various_deities.html�


� The Didache, or more fully, The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles (Didachē means "Teaching”) was a catechism written somewhere in the late first or early second century, widely used for several centuries and then lost. It was rediscovered in 1873.
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