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Lord's Day 46 

Addressing the Father 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.120. Why hath Christ commanded us to address God thus: "Our Father"? 
A. That immediately, in the very beginning of our prayer, he might excite in us a childlike 

revereance for, and confidence in God, which are the foundation of our prayer: namely, 
that God is become our Father in Christ, and will much less deny us what we ask of him 
in true faith, than our parents will refuse us earthly things.  

Q.121. Whu is it here added, "Whuch art in heaven"? 
A. Lest we should form any earthly conceptions of God's heavenly majesty, and that we may 

expect, from his almighty power all things necessary for soul and body. 

 

The Lord’s Prayer consists of an address, six petitions which may easily be distinguished into two 
groups of three each, and of a close in the form of a doxology or song of praise. It is to this address of 
the Lord’s Prayer that our attention is called this morning.  

We must remember that in explaining the Lord’s Prayer, we must explain the various ideas 
contained in it, from the point of view of prayer. The question is not, what is the meaning of these 
various expressions? But the question is, What is the state of heart and mind required in order to pray 
this prayer? Therefore we do not intend to enter into any detailed, dogmatic discussion of all the ideas 
found in this prayer. We might do so. In this prayer, we find the idea of fatherhood, of heaven, of the 
kingdom of heaven, etc. And of course, we might enter into all these ideas and ask, What is the meaning 
of them? Yet that would cause us to miss the purpose for which the Lord taught us this prayer. The 
purpose of this prayer is to teach us the true spiritual attitude of heart and mind, which is necessary to 
assume in our prayers.  

It is not as if we must entirely ignore and be indifferent as to the contents of this prayer. Not as if a 
discussion of the doctrine contained in this prayer would not be beneficial in teaching us how to pray. 
There are many who mechanically repeat this most perfect prayer, who if you would ask him, with 
regard to each of the petitions contained in this prayer, what he had been praying for, would not be able 
to answer a single question. And therefore there is room for the development also from that point of 
view. But the purpose of the discussion of the Lord’s Prayer is not to instruct us as to the things 
mentioned in this prayer so that we may know what we are praying for. Rather that is presupposed. The 
catechism has instructed the Church with regard to these things in the previous Lord’s Days. It spoke of 
the Fatherhood of God, etc. And the Lord’s Prayer forms the climax of this discussion. Therefore we 
must proceed from such questions as the following. What is the spiritual attitude of the heart and mind 
that is required, in order for me to express these petitions? When I say, “Our Father which art in 
heaven,” am I sincere? When I ask that God’s name be hallowed, do I mean it? When I pray, “Thy 
kingdom come,” is it my earnest desire that that kingdom come?  

Prayer is the opening of the soul to God, acknowledging that He is the fountain of all spiritual good, 
and the desire to drink from that fountain. That is the purpose of the discussion of the Lord’s Prayer. The 
purpose is to teach us the spiritual attitude which we must assume in our prayers. So it is with this 
address. This address is not merely a form, an expression of politeness. But it is the expression of what 
lives in the heart and mind of God’s people when they pray. This address is the expression of that state 
of heart and mind in which we say: Our Father. When we pray, it is essential that we draw nigh unto 
God, not that He come down to us. Prayer is not an attempt to change God according to our desires, but 
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that our desires should be blended according to His will. We must come to God. In our address, we 
express that we come to Him, that we stand on His threshold, and standing on His threshold, we express 
what lives in our heart and mind concerning Him.  

That does not mean that we always use these same words. Nor does it mean that when we use 
these words, that then the rest of our prayer will be in harmony with the will of God. But it does mean 
this, that when the Lord says, “after this manner pray you,” that we pray in that state of heart and mind 
in which we can say: Our Father which art in heaven. That is the essential teaching of Christ when He 
says: after this manner, you must pray. Now what is the state of heart and mind that is presupposed in 
order to say: Our Father which art in heaven?  

Then, if we look at this address carefully, we find that it contains especially three elements. In the 
first place, this address teaches us that all prayer must proceed from a sense of holy reverence. In the 
second place, that there must be a sense of love, both in the sense that we love and that we are loved. 
And in the third place, there must be a sense of childlike confidence, in the sense that we trust that God 
will grant exactly what we pray. If any of these elements are lacking, we cannot say: Our Father which 
art in heaven. And if any of these elements are lacking, there is something wrong with the state of our 
heart and mind, or with the contents of our prayer. 

 

Theme: Addressing the Father 

1. A Sense of Holy Reverence 

2. A Sense of Love 

3. A Sense of Childlike Confidence 

 

1. A Sense of Holy Reverence 

First of all then, this address teaches us that our prayers must proceed from a sense of holy 
reverence. It can also be expressed thus, that our prayers must proceed from the sense that God is God.  

We must pray in the sense of what is expressed by Christ when He says: Our Father which art in 
heaven. Notice that the Lord, in teaching us this prayer, is very simple in His address to God. He simply 
says, “Our Father,” and He uses that name only once. Never again in this whole prayer is the name of 
God mentioned, which does not mean that we may never use any other name of God besides the name, 
Father. Nor does it mean that we may only use God’s name once in our prayers. But it does mean that in 
the name, Father, is expressed the indispensable attitude of the heart and mind in prayer. Even if we 
use another name, we must use it in the attitude expressed in the expression: Our Father.  

In the second place, it teaches us that we must not use the name of God in vain in our prayers. We 
must not use the name of God to fill in our prayers. This is frequently done. The Lord says, “Our Father,” 
and He never uses that name again in all this prayer. The Lord says, “Our Father which art in heaven.” 
We must pray to God who is in heaven. We cannot say that we must pray to God who is everywhere. 
Much less can we say that we must pray to God who is on earth. We must pray to our Father which is in 
heaven. And the reason is not that God is not everywhere. He is everywhere. God is omnipresent. He is 
omnipresent as to His being. And He is omnipresent as to His power. The catechism says that the 
expression, “which art in heaven,” is added to teach us His heavenly majesty and almighty power. Now 
undoubtedly that is true. But it is not the entire truth. God is omnipresent, yet we feel that we cannot 
say in our prayers: our Father who is everywhere. For that is true of all beings. That in itself is no 
religion. That is even true of the devil. From that point of view, the devil must also say: in Him I live, 
move, and have my being. That is God’s omnipresence. But God’s omnipresence is providential, and that 
cannot be the cause of prayer. In prayer, we do not seek God’s providential power. In prayer, we seek 
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God’s fellowship. In prayer, we do not seek God’s being; we do not seek to touch God’s power. In prayer 
we seek God’s face. And God’s face, in the highest covenant sense, according to scripture, is in heaven.  

God is in heaven in a sense in which He is not elsewhere. And if you ask in what sense God is 
present in heaven, scripture answers, that in heaven is God’s face. And God’s face is His person. When 
we address a person, we do not look at his feet, or hands, but we look for his face. Preferably, we look 
for his eyes. We want to address the person, and the person is expressed in the eyes, in the face. Now 
God’s face is in heaven. God’s face is not on earth. We do not see God’s face on earth. God’s being, we 
never see. We do see His face, but not here on earth. What we see here is a reflection of God’s face. 
That is also true of our Bible. In the Bible, we have a reflection of God’s face. The angels see God’s face. 
God’s face is in heaven. In heaven is the highest revelation of God.  

What we have here on earth is but the circumference. The center of God’s revelation, His face, is in 
heaven. There is His throne, not here. There is Christ, not here. There is the inner sanctuary, not here. 
Now when we pray, we cannot say: “Our Father which art everywhere.” That is providence. Nor can we 
say: our Father which is on the earth. For in prayer, we are seeking His face. And if I seek God’s face, I 
enter into the inner sanctuary, and standing on the threshold of the sanctuary of God, we say, “Our 
Father which art in heaven.” You see when we pray, we draw near to God. What does that mean? What 
does it mean if we really pray? We often pray without being conscious of the fact that we are drawing 
near to God.  

Now how is it possible to draw near to God? We cannot go to heaven. We cannot see His face. We 
are far removed from that central revelation of God. How then can we draw near to God? The answer is, 
of course, that I do not draw near to God with my being, with my presence, but in my heart. But how 
can I draw near to God in my heart? And the answer is that I have a conception of God. I have a 
conception of God in my mind. I know Him. And that conception that I have of God, is not a conception 
that I have formed myself. It is a conception that He has given me. It is a conception that is based on His 
own revelation. And as I have a conception of God that is based on His own revelation —a conception of 
Him as He really is— my heart yearns after God as I know Him. There is spiritual action in true prayer. 
That is why the catechism tells us that we must not form an earthly conception of God when we pray. 
When we approach God in prayer, we must approach the true God, and to approach the true God, we 
must have a true conception of Him. We must not have an earthly conception of Him. And for that 
reason, we must not conceive of God as one who my prayers must influence. I must not conceive of God 
as one who I must change. I must not conceive of God as one who I must inform as to my needs. I must 
not conceive of God as one to whom I must pray to awaken His mercy. The moment I do, I do not 
approach God. Then I approach one that is like me. And it is because there is no conception of God that 
there is so much that is wrongly called prayer. I must pray to the true God who is glorious, infinite, 
exalted highly above us, the God who is in heaven.  

The expression, “Our Father which art in heaven,” limits the rest of prayer. I must pray to the 
glorious, infinite, exalted God, who is glorious in all His attributes. I stand on the threshold of His 
sanctuary. That is why prayer is so difficult. As long as we have no conception of God, it is easy to pray. 
That is why it is said that we can have prayer in public institutions. That is why people say that we can 
have the Bible in the public schools and pray the Lord’s Prayer. That is because there is not conception 
of God. As long as you conceive of God on earth, as long as you have an earthly conception of God, you 
can make up a list and say, “Lord, please give me health, and strength, and prosperity, etc.” But that list 
is not sent to our Father which is in heaven. But the moment I say, “Our Father which art in heaven,” I 
stand on the threshold of the sanctuary of that God, before whom I must be filled with holy reverence, 
and before whom I ought to tremble. When I say, “Our Father which art in heaven,” I stand before the 
God from whom we would all flee, if He should suddenly appear before us. How then is it possible to 
draw near to God? That is only possible if we do not fear. If we fear, we cannot enter into God’s 
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sanctuary. If we fear, we will run away.  

But how then is it possible that we do not fear? Do we not fear before that God? I stand before God 
who knows me. And I am going to unburden my heart before Him. I come to Him with my needs, my 
sins, my corruption, and I ask Him to rivet His attention upon me. And then not fear? How is that 
possible? 

2. A Sense of Love 

There is no fear in love. And therefore if I am to enter into God’s sanctuary, I must know that He 
loves me. I must be able to say: “My Father.”  

God is not our Father in the sense that He created us. That is not the Fatherhood of God in 
scripture. The idea of a universal fatherhood of God is foolish. In a philosophical sense, we can speak of 
the fatherhood of God as our creator. He is the Father of all in the sense that He is the origin of all 
things. But remember, when you speak of the fatherhood of God as creator, and of the universal 
brotherhood of man, you must include the devil also. When you speak of the fatherhood of God, in the 
sense that He is creator, you must include the devil and his entire host. But that is not the fatherhood of 
God in scripture.  

God’s fatherhood is spiritual-ethical fatherhood. It is an exclusive, particular fatherhood in Christ 
Jesus. By nature, I am not a child of God, but of the devil. So that there is in that fatherhood of God, in 
the first place, the confession that I know that thou lovest me. Not because of what I am in myself. No, 
but I appear before Him and say, I know that thou lovest me, because I look at thee in the face of Christ. 
So that approaching God in the sense that He loves us, we say that we love Him. We cannot approach 
God if we hate Him. When we say, “Our Father which art in heaven,” we say to God, just as thou art, I 
love thee. So that the expression of this address does not mean that we have no sin. Then we could 
never approach God. But it does mean that we approach God in the sense of hatred of sin, and of fleeing 
from it. And finally, this address presupposes too, that we love the brethren. The Lord says: Our Father. 
He is our Father. If I do not love the brethren, I do not love God. The Lord places this prayer on the lips 
of His disciples, of His Church. And therefore that, "Our,” means, not all men, but, all of God’s people. 
That makes things very delicate.  

That makes it very difficult to pray. It is difficult to say: Our Father which art in heaven. And you can 
imagine that there are some people that leave it out. They say that it is the height of perfection to say: 
Our Father which art in heaven. And therefore, they leave it out. But that is a bigger mistake. To say, 
“Our Father which art in heaven,” does mean that there is a sense of reverence, and a sense of love, and 
a sense of confidence. And there is no question but that you cannot pray the rest of this, if you cannot 
say: “Our Father which art in heaven.”  

Some people say that we cannot always come to God and say: “Our Father.” It means something to 
say this. Our Father, notice the plural. Every time we say, “Our Father,” we profess that with all God’s 
children, we are His heirs. That is implied in the expression, “Our Father.” The expression, “Our Father,” 
implies a relation of rights. A child has rights over against his father. He is his heir and has a right to the 
inheritance. So the child of God has rights which are given by grace.  By nature, we have no rights. By 
nature, we have but one right, and that is a negative one. By nature, we have only the right to be 
damned, so that there is only one possibility for God to be our Father, and that is based on the work of 
Christ. Therefore it is blasphemy to imagine that the Lord’s Prayer can be prayed by anyone, and 
anywhere. That “Our,” in, “Our Father,” means, “we brethren in Christ.” By saying, “Our Father,” we 
profess that we are His heirs.  

In the second place, every time we say it, we profess that with all God’s children, we are His 
likeness. That is also implied in the expression. The expression, “Our Father,” implies a relation of 
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likeness, of similarity to Christ. It is not a relation of likeness outside of Christ. Ungodliness does not look 
like holiness, but is its antithesis. Unrighteousness does not look like righteousness, but is its opposite. 
And by nature, we are unholy and unrighteous. Also in that respect, there is no universal fatherhood of 
God. By saying, “Our Father,” we profess that we are His likeness.  

In the third place, every time we use this expression, we say that with all the saints that we are 
assured of His love. That is also implied in the expression. The expression, “Our Father,” implies a 
relation of love. In this respect, the love of God finding response in the love which He has kindled in our 
hearts. Also in this respect, the fatherhood of God is not universal. By nature, we do not love God, but 
are His enemies. And on the other hand, God cannot love the wicked. God cannot love anyone as he is in 
himself. There is only one way in which God can love anyone, and that is in Christ Jesus. It is simply 
nonsense that God hates the sin of anyone, but loves the sinner, as is often said. Certainly God hates the 
sin of His children, and still loves them, but He does so in Christ Jesus. He hates the sin of His children, 
and that is why He cleanses them. But He hates the wicked outside of Christ, and curses them. By saying, 
“Our Father,” we profess that He loves us. By saying, “Our Father,” we profess that we are God’s heirs, 
that we are His likeness, and that we are assured of His love. And therefore some people say that we 
cannot always use the expression, “Our Father.” And we say, no, but we say this first. There is truth in 
the remark that we cannot always say, “Our Father.” How often do we use this expression as we ought? 
Sin cleaves unto us.  

In turn, if there are times when we cannot say, “Our Father,” then we cannot pray at all. If those 
people who say we cannot say, “Our Father,” are right, then they must go a step farther and say, we 
cannot pray at all. There is only one condition in which we can expect anything from God, and that is 
when He is our Father. And if there is something which makes it impossible for us to say, “Our Father,” 
then we must remove it, and get it out of the way. 

3. A Sense of Childlike Confidence 

So we see that confidence is the key note of prayer. We cannot pray, except in the confidence that 
He is our Father. We can use another name, but we must do so in the spiritual attitude of heart and 
mind expressed in the name, “Our Father.” Why? Because while all other names of God express some 
relation, the name, “Father,” expresses the relation we must be conscious of, in order to be able to pray. 
We can begin our prayer with, “God Almighty,” and have nothing. God Almighty may damn me just as 
well as bless me. I can use other names and have nothing to build my prayer on.  

In order to pray, I must assume an attitude of confidence. What is confidence? Confidence is the 
knowledge that someone is willing and able to help me. Confidence is the knowledge that God loves me. 
That confidence is expressed in this address: “Our Father which art in heaven”. On that, I can build my 
prayer. So that confidence is the key note of prayer. When I pray, I must have the assurance that God 
will give me what I ask. I must have the assurance that God is able to give me what I ask.  

Now, don’t say, that is easy, for God can do anything. That is not so. God cannot do anything 
contrary to His will. And if you have confidence that God will give you what you ask, it means that you 
have confidence that your prayer is according to His will. We must be able to say: Our Father which art 
in heaven. That shuts off many carnal prayers. That shuts off the prayer for prosperity. We may ask for 
daily bread, but not for prosperity. All prayer for carnal things is shut off. And all prayer for spiritual 
things, in a carnal way, is shut off. You cannot pray, “Forgive me my sins,” when you hate the brother. 
Then that, “our,” is hypocrisy. This address of the Lord’s Prayer is so simple, and yet so comprehensive, 
that it shuts off all carnal prayer. How then can we continue to pray the rest of this prayer? Simple as a 
child, and impenetrable as the heavens, is this address. The natural man cannot say it.  

The child of God can only say it in principle. Must we mot then pray that we may be able to pray 
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the prayer that is introduced by this address? On the other hand, it is true that if God is our Father, then 
we have confidence that He will give us all things. But on the other hand, if we call God our Father, then 
we must walk the rest of our sojourn here in fear. And we must struggle to say: “Our Father which art in 
heaven.” 

 


