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Lord’s Day 49 

Praying for God’s Will to be Realized  

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.124. Which is the third petition? 

A. “Thy will be done  on earth as it is in heaven"; that is, grant that we and all men may 

renounce our own will, and without murmuring obey thy will, which is only good; that so 

everyone may attend to, and perform the duties of his station and calling, as willingly 

and faithfully as the angels do in heaven. 

 
Both in the meditation of the first and of the second petition of the Lord’s Prayer, we came to the 

conclusion that it behooves us to humble ourselves and to acknowledge, that especially with regard to 
prayer, we have but a small beginning of the new obedience. This could not be different, and we would 
not expect it to be different, if we understand the true nature of prayer and know ourselves. For prayer 
is the highest expression of gratitude. We must understand this, especially in our day, for prayer is not 
to ask God for a little prosperity. Prayer is the highest expression of gratitude. But if we keep that 
standard of prayer and have but a small beginning of that true thankfulness within us, it behooves us to 
pray: Lord, teach us to pray. There is but a small beginning of the new obedience within us. So it was 
with the first petition. Teach us to pray that above all else it may be my desire that thy name be 
hallowed: the prophetical prayer. So it was in the second petition. Teach us to say, “thy kingdom come:” 
the kingly prayer:” `so we will find it to be with this third petition. Teach us to say: “Thy will be done” : 
the priestly prayer. The catechism gives the answer to the question: what does it mean when we pray, 
“Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” that all men may renounce their own will, and that all men 
may obey the will of God. All men. That does not mean, and cannot mean, that the Church comes before 
the face of God with the imagination and request, that all men, as they are now, regardless of their 
spiritual condition, may renounce their own will, and may obey the will of God. That would be 
impossible. All men will not renounce their own will. And unless all men are converted and regenerated, 
in that sense this petition will not be heard. Nor does it mean, that in this petition, the Church prays: 
“Let all men be converted.” That is also contrary to God’s will. And it is not pious and religious, but 
wicked and conceited to appear more merciful than God is.  

Nor does it mean that, in the first place, we, as we are now manifest as God’s people in the world, 
with all that God shall still call out of the world, may renounce our own will and may perfectly obey the 
will of God, and the time may come when there will be only men that will do the will of God always, as it 
is done in the new heavens and the new earth. The Lord teaches us to pray: “Thy will be done on earth 
as it is in heaven.” In heaven, the will of God is done without fail. It is done by the angels and by the 
saints in glory; and in the highest sense, it is done by Christ. In heaven, the will of God is done perfectly. 
There is no struggle in heaven to do the will of God. In heaven, there is no opposition to the will of God. 
It is more easy to do the will of God in heaven. It requires no suffering, no trials, no affliction or death to 
do the will of God in heaven. But here, doing the will of God meets with all kinds of opposition, 
opposition from within and opposition from without. And we must not imagine that it is easy, not only 
to do the will of God, or to pray this prayer, “Thy will be done.” That is a difficult petition to pray. We do 
not easily mean what we pray when we utter these words. We do not easily want that for which we pray 
when we utter these words. And if we examine ourselves, we will find that all within us rebels against 
the granting of this petition. 
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Theme: Praying for God’s Will to be Realized 

1. The Will of God 
2. The Relation of Our Will to God’s Will 
3. The Prayer for God’s Will 

1. The Will of God 

God is a willing God; He is a willing being. Among creatures, we can easily see the distinction 
between willing creatures and the creatures without a will. Such creatures as we call brute creatures are 
creatures without a will. A tree acts and bears fruit, but it does not act willingly, it does not act 
consciously, it has no choice, it does not determine. So there are many creatures. A willing creature is a 
creature that acts consciously, and willingly, and intellectually, and determines to do things according to 
the dictates of his heart. It is the will that distinguishes man and angels from the rest of the creatures. 
The will is the power by which we judge, distinguish what is good and evil, and choose for ourselves. So 
God is a willing being. God is a personal being, and it belongs to a person to possess a mind, an intellect, 
reason, by which to will. God is a willing being. In all His acts and works, God is an intellectual, conscious, 
determining being. He decides, determines what is good and chooses it. That is true of all God’s acts. 
That is not true of us. Our willing action is very limited. The action of my heart is not subject to my will. 
But with God, all action is subject to His will. God is not limited in His willing. He is limited only by His 
being, that is, God’s willing is like His being. It is rooted in His being. That is not the case with us. But 
God’s will is not determined by anything but His being. God’s will is independent. That is, God’s will 
depends only on Himself. That is why God has a sovereign will. God’s will is not determined by anything 
outside of Himself. God wills what He wills. We cannot. Our will is not sovereign, but is limited by things 
outside of us, but God can will what He wills. He is not limited by anything in His willing, but by His 
being. In other words, His being determines the character of His willing. God’s will is determined by His 
being. In one word, God determines Himself. When God knows Himself, He always determines Himself 
that He is the highest good. And determining that He is the highest good, He wills Himself as the highest 
good. God is God. He is wholly other from any creature. He is also sovereign, so that with respect to the 
will of God, God always wills Himself. That is the underlying reason for what the catechism says that 
God’s will is only good.  

Now the distinction is made between the will of God’s decree and the will of God’s command. And 
it is best that we remember that distinction just that way, rather than to speak of the revealed and the 
secret will of God. The distinction is also made between the revealed and the secret will of God. But it is 
best to let these terms go. They do not fit in. It is best to distinguish the will of God as the will of decree 
and the will of command. Only we must remember when we make this distinction that these are not 
two wills in God. God is one, and His will is one. There are no two wills in God. God’s will is one. God’s 
will of decree is His will as He executes it, and we receive it, suffer it. And His will of command is His will 
as He reveals it unto us and we execute it. But they are one. The will of God’s command is subject to the 
will of His creature, and they come together in our life. But although God’s will is one, we can distinguish 
and speak of the will of God’s decree or counsel, and of the will of His command. It is better to 
remember the distinction just that way, rather than speak of the revealed and secret will of God.  

God’s will is not secret. In the first place, it is not secret, that there is a will of God’s counsel. And in 
the second place, it is not secret, what is that will of God’s counsel. God has revealed His will. He wants 
His people to know His will. He wants them to know what He has been doing, and what He is doing, and 
what He shall do. It is true that we do not know the details of God’s counsel. But as far as the general 
line of His counsel is concerned, God has not hid what is His counsel, but has declared it to His people, in 
order that they should declare it in the midst of the world. For that reason, we must not deceive 
ourselves and speak of God’s secret will, in order then to say that we have nothing to do with what God 
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has hidden. It is true that we have nothing to do with what God has hidden from us. “The secret things 
are for the Lord, but the revealed things are for us and for our children." That is also true of what God 
has revealed to us of His counsel. And it is the calling of the Church to proclaim that will of God’s 
counsel. The Church must know the will of God. It must know all that God has revealed in His counsel in 
order that she may declare it. That is implied in the prayer, “Thy will be done,”  so that that distinction is 
better, that we speak of the will of God’s decree or counsel, and of the will of God concerning our will, 
the will of His command. 

2. The Relation of Our Will to God’s Will 

Now man stands in a certain relation to that will of God. All creatures stand in a certain relation to 
God, but man is a creature that, like God, also wills, acts consciously, intellectually, knowingly, 
determiningly. Man is so created. But the will of man is a servant’s will, and therefore, the will of man is 
dependant and of such a nature that, in as far as its being good or evil is concerned, it is determined by 
the will of God. Man’s will is dependant. It is dependent upon circumstances and on things around him. 
But in the deepest sense, man’s will is dependent on the will of God. God’s will is independent. The will 
of God is sovereign. It is a will that commands, that absolutely determines. Man’s will is a servants will. 
Man distinguishes between what is good and what is evil, and he chooses it. In that respect, he is 
created in the image of God.  

But man’s will does not determine, decide, is not the standard for what is good and evil. The will of 
man is dependent. It is determined by the will of God. The will of God is the standard for the will of man. 
Man has a servant’s will. Now originally, the will of man was so that it was in harmony with the will of 
God. His will was in perfect harmony with the will of God. That is called righteousness. Now when man 
sinned, his will became contrary to the will of God. Not just a certain thought, nor a certain act of his 
will, but his entire will became contrary to the will of God, so that his will is corrupt. Thus, by nature, we 
do not say: “Thy will be done.” Rather, by nature, we say: “My will be done;” not “Thy will be done.”  

Now when God, through Christ, comes into the heart, then we again, in principle, say: “Thy will be 
done;” for there is only one straight will. That is the will of Christ. Christ is in perfect harmony with the 
will of God. And when the Spirit of Christ comes into our heart, then we in principle again say: “Thy will 
be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” That does not merely refer to the will of God’s command. That is 
often said.  

When we come to this third petition of the Lord’s prayer, it is contended that it has nothing to do 
with God’s will of decree. It is contended that this petition has to do only with God’s will of command. 
That also seems to stand in the foreground in our catechism. This third petition is usually interpreted as 
having nothing to do with God’s will of decree. It is interpreted as having only to do with God’s will of 
command. The argument is that we can do nothing about the will of decree. We cannot change it. All we 
can do is receive it and suffer it. We are entirely passive with regard to God’s will of decree. All our 
experiences come to us according to God’s will of decree, according to His counsel. The time of our 
birth, and the time of our death, and all that is between the two, is determined by God’s counsel, and 
we cannot change it. We simply receive it. We suffer it. If He sends me health, I receive it. If He sends 
me sickness, I suffer it, and can do nothing about it. And therefore, so it is said, this prayer has nothing 
to do with God’s will of decree.  

Now notice that the way in which this third petition is expressed, is all together too general for such 
an limitation. In the second place, notice that the form of this petition is similar to the prayer of Jesus in 
Gethsemane. When Jesus prays in Gethsemane, “Thy will be done,” He not only means, let me obey thy 
will, but also, “Let Thy will be done concerning me.” In the third place, we cannot so separate the will of 
God’s counsel and the will of His command. They are one. The will of God’s counsel and the will of His 
command come together in our life.  
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Let me illustrate. The will of God’s counsel is that I shall sanctify Him on the Sabbath. But I am 
without work, and I walk the streets looking for work and cannot find any. After a while, I meet with a 
position, but I must work on Sunday. God’s counsel sends me that position, but I must work on Sunday. 
Don’t you see that the will of God’s counsel is that I perfectly deny myself? The two come together in 
our life. In one word, it is our calling to obey the will of God in the way in which He leads us. The counsel 
of God and our will in life come together. So that when we pray, “Thy will be done,” we do not mean in 
the abstract, “Let me do thy will,” but we mean, let “Thy will be done” concerning me.  

And there are two more aspects. In the first place, we must will that there is a counsel of God. That 
is the problem with Pelagianism. The problem with Pelagianism is not that they cannot understand that 
God’s counsel determines all things. A child can understand that; but the trouble is that they do not 
want it. In the second place, we must will the will of God, as we meet with it in life. In everything we 
come into contact with the will of God; and we must not assume that it depends upon us whether the 
will of God will be done. That will, will be done. But it is the calling of the Church to renounce her own 
will and perfectly obey the will of God. When I have a sick child, I do not ask that my will be done 
concerning that child, but that God’s will be done. Not so, that I simply say it, but that, if it becomes 
manifest that it is God’s will that my child shall die, I say: I am in full agreement with His will, for His will 
only is good. It is true that we cannot resist or alter the unchangeable will of God’s counsel. And when 
God’s will runs contrary to my way of judging and thinking, my way of judging and thinking does not 
change the will of God at all. And yet the child of God has not reached the proper relation to God, as 
long as he cannot say: “Thy will be done.” I do not stand in the proper attitude to God until my will is in 
perfect harmony with God’s, as that will has decreed things concerning me. If God sends me adversity 
and others prosperity, if He sends me sickness and others health, that is His will. That is not His secret 
will, but the revealed will of His counsel. And then I am not right before the Lord until I can say: “I will 
what thou willst.” If you take my child, I give it. I do not stand in the proper attitude to God until my will 
is in perfect harmony with God’s will of decree. So that I cheerfully will what God wills concerning me. 
So it is with everything. There is a will of God in every station of life.  

This third petition covers the whole life of the Christian. That is why the catechism says, not only 
that in praying this petition we pray that we may renounce our own will and without murmuring obey 
thy will, which is only good, but also, that we may always so attend to and perform the duties of our 
station and calling, as willingly and faithfully as the angels do in heaven. Notice the view that the 
catechism takes of the Christian in the world. It speaks of his station and calling,  

The Dutch has it —which is a better translation of the original— “zijn ambt roeping,” that is, “his 
office and calling”.) In this way the catechism proceeds from the assumption that all the people of God 
are office-bearers. Not only is there an office of the minister, or of elders and deacons, but all Christians 
are office-bearers. All have an office. They are office-bearers in their whole life, in all that they do. An 
office-bearer is one who is a servant and accomplishes all things as a servant. In this case, it is a servant 
of the Lord. An office-bearer is one who receives all his talents and gifts from God, and uses them 
according to the will of God. In that sense, each Christian has an office. And his office becomes 
specialized in each one’s calling. The child in school has an office. The purpose of the child should not be 
to receive high standings, first of all, but to do the will of God. That is it’s office. God has placed the child 
in that station. The teacher, the father in the factory, the mother in her home, the storekeeper in his 
store, in all their life, are office-bearers. Let us understand that. In the first place, because that is the 
Christian’s liberty. The Christian does not go to the shop as a slave, but because of the will of God. That 
is his station in life from God. It makes no difference what we are, we received our station in life from 
God. And if that is true, there can be only one question for the Christian. That question is, what is God’s 
will concerning me, and how can I execute my office. The question of the father in the home is, what is 
my calling to my children before God? Fatherhood is his office. The Christian that goes to the shop, etc, 
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is not concerned with the question, wherewith he shall clothe himself and what he shall eat and drink. If 
he is concerned about these things, he is already on the wrong track. That is not the question. God will 
take care of that. But the question is, how can I be in this station, pleasing to Him who has placed me 
here. So it is with regard to my whole life. If you ask where must my children be educated, the one thing 
is to ask God where your children shall go. That is the meaning of this third petition.  

So it is in eternity. Only there, there will be no opposition to that will of God. But when I pray, “Thy 
will be done ,” it means, grant me grace that at all times, and in all circumstances, I may so perfectly do 
thy will, as the angels do in heaven. 

3. The Prayer for God’s Will 

That is awful. That is an awful prayer for the natural man. And it is an awful prayer for the flesh. 
Would we, in the light of the meaning of the contents of this petition, be able to kneel down and say: 
give me grace that I may absolutely renounce my own will, and may absolutely and cheerfully do thy 
will? We would not. We may be very pious in a superficial sense and say: “Thy will be done.” But this 
cuts. And before we begin to pray this petition, we may well pray: “Lord give me grace that I may pray: 
‘Thy will be done.’” We are not often in the spiritual disposition to pray, “Thy will be done.” All that is in 
us by nature, from a spiritual-ethical point of view, rebels against doing the will of God, and wants to do 
its own will. That is because that old nature is rooted in the desire to be as God, and to choose for itself, 
and determine what is good and evil. There is something wrong in my way. But that something wrong 
gives me a place in the world. Therefore, I would rather keep it. I have a nice position. But I belong to a 
lodge, or to a worldly union in order to keep my position. And at night I pray, “Thy will be done ,” but I 
don’t mean it. I am a hypocrite. I do not mean it. I do not want to leave my sinful way.  

That is the case with all of us. We do not want to renounce our own will. It is easy to say, “Thy will 
be done,” when my will is not in conflict with the will of God. But when my will is in conflict with the will 
of God, I do not want to renounce my own will. In the second place, it is difficult for the Christian in the 
world to do the will of God as the angels in heaven do that will. It is easy for the angels in heaven to do 
the will of God. Easy, because for them, the battle is finished. But we are in the world, and the will of the 
world is in conflict with the will of God. It is not easy to do the will of God in that world. It is not easy to 
pray: grant that we may renounce our own will and without murmuring do thy will. Therefore, as soon 
as we pray, “Thy will be done,” there are a thousand voices within us that say, “Lord, don’t do it.” If 
God’s will is to be done, we have to renounce a good deal. And we don’t want to.  

Therefore we pray this prayer, but a thousand voices within us say: “Don’t do it.” That is our heart. 
It means, that in my heart there is the desire that the will of God be done, before I can pray: “Thy will be 
done . And then I feel helpless and pray: “Lord, apart from thee, I can do nothing. And I choose the evil 
instead of the good. And I pray: let thy will be manifest, and give me grace to do it.” That is ultimately 
eternal life. It is not good to do our own will. To do our own will is death, is hell. But it is good to do the 
will of God. For the will of God is only good. And to do the will of God is eternal life. 


