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The Prayer We Thought We Knew, Part 2: 
“Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D. 
First Congregational Church of Eugene 

September 27, 2026 
 

Scripture: Matthew 6:7-15 
 

I. Thy Kingdom Come 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning once wrote,  

Earth’s crammed with heaven, and every common bush afire with God. 
But only one who sees takes off one’s shoes. The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries. 

 
Today we come to the line where the Lord’s Prayer turns its face from heaven back to the 
earth. “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” It’s the most comforting 
line of the prayer, but it’s also the most dangerous. People have been executed for far less, 
including the one who gave us this prayer.  

The Lord’s Prayer is the most widely prayed prayer in world history. It’s one of the few aspects 
of Jesus and his message embraced by nearly all Christians, whether Catholic or Protestant, 
Southern Baptist or United Methodist, Assemblies of God or United Church of Christ. Yet, I 
wonder how many Christians actually know what they are praying for. Or do they just pray the 
prayer and go on picking blackberries?  
 
This week’s line presses the question perhaps more than any other. Think about how the 
Roman government would have heard this line in Jesus’s day: “Thy kingdom come …?”  

“Uh, Jesus – there already is a kingdom in power. And it’s ours!” 

Rome executed Jesus as a criminal of state, under a sign reading “King of the Jews. ”Listen to 
this prayer, and you can hear why. For anyone who joined Jesus in his prayer, Caesar may 
govern, but it is God who rules.  

Jesus’s prayer is as deeply Jewish as it is revolutionary. According to Israel’s foundational story, 
well over a thousand years earlier, a group of Hebrew slaves, led by someone who perceived 
God in a burning bush, escaped bondage under Pharaoh in Egypt and came to the land of 
Canaan, where they established themselves as a nation. Curiously, their new nation existed 
without any established king for roughly two centuries. Why?   

The Hebrews had first-hand experience of how oppressive kings can be. They proclaimed 
Yahweh as their only king.  

This is the period of early Israelite history known as the time of the Judges. When Israel needed 
a human leader to rally the troops or judge a legal case, certain people would rise up to serve 
the immediate purpose. When the need was gone, the “Judge” would fade into history. 



 2 

Incidentally, one of the most renowned “Judges” was a woman named Deborah. In the biblical 
story, when people offered the Judge Gideon a crown, he refused: “The Lord will rule over 
you,” he responded. (Judges 8:23)  

Yet Israel eventually did start crowning kings, mostly because they needed someone who could 
not only rally the troops, but also had the power to conscript a standing army to protect them 
from invaders. 

From that day forward, prophets regularly arose in Israel to speak truth to power, reminding 
the human kings that they may govern, but Yahweh continues to rule.  

This understanding that Yahweh is the true ruler was more than theoretical.  

For instance, shortly after Pontius Pilate became the Roman governor of Judea, he ordered his 
troops to move from Caesarea Maritima – the Roman administrative center on the 
Mediterranean coast – into Jerusalem. According to the historian Josephus, the soldiers entered 
Jerusalem at night carrying their military standards, or “ensigns,” which bore images of Caesar 
upon them. 

When the people awoke and discovered Caesar’s images in their holy city, there was an uproar. 
To them, allowing Caesar’s image into the holy city compromised their allegiance to Israel’s 
God.  So, large numbers traveled to Caesarea to demand that Pilate remove the standards.  

Pilate refused.  

The protestors remained. According to Josephus, they fell prostrate on the ground and refused 
to leave for five days and nights, until Pilate finally summoned them, promising to give them an 
answer.  But Pilate had secretly arranged soldiers around the place where he would hear their 
petition. Once the Jewish protestors were assembled, Pilate gave a signal. 

Suddenly Roman soldiers surrounded them from every side, three ranks deep, with swords 
drawn. Pilate gave them an ultimatum: stop demanding the removal of Caesar’s images or be 
killed. 

Instead of dispersing, the protestors threw themselves to the ground together, exposed their 
necks to the Roman swords, and declared that they would sooner die than violate their law. 

Pilate had been certain the crowd would relent. Instead, astonished by their devotion, he 
ordered that the standards be removed. This is what happens when a community actually 
believes and acts on the belief that God rules, not the emperor. 

So now we have this Nazarene peasant named Jesus teaching people to pray, saying, “Thy 
kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” In other words, Jesus isn’t teaching 
his followers to submit to earthly authority now and wait for God to rule over them when they 
get to heaven.  He’s encouraging them to call upon God to exercise God’s heavenly rule in the 
here-and-now.  
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And what does God’s Kingdom, or Realm, look like, according to Jesus? Quite different than 
the Romans!  Or the United States, for that matter. It’s a Realm where: 

Enemies are loved 
The hungry are fed. 
Debts are forgiven. 
Outsiders are welcomed. 
The last become the first, and the first go last. 
Possessions are shared. 
Mercy is preferred over sacrifice. 
Peacemakers are called God’s children. 
And God’s Realm is one that you must “become like a child” to enter. 
 
There are 8 billion people in our world today. One in three are Christians. Imagine what would 
happen if those who claim to follow Jesus and pray his prayer actively worked to bring God’s 
Realm to earth. Would it not turn the world upside down?   

Actually, I think Jesus would say that the world is already upside down. His prayer seeks to turn 
the world right side up. 

Before we move on, I invite you to take a minute or two and envision what the world – or just 
the city of Eugene – would look like if just one mark of God’s Realm became reality, like the 
hungry are fed, or enemies are loved. 

[Singing Bowl Meditation] 

II. On Earth as It Is in Heaven 

For years, I have quietly thought that if I could write my own ticket into heaven, I would not 
seek to enter some sort of perfect paradise or Nirvana after I die. I would simply die and 
awaken in a world exactly like this one, except one aspect of God’s Realm was universally 
present. Let’s say it’s “Enemies are loved.”  

Then, I would die and awaken in a world where one more part of God’s Realm was manifest – 
enemies are loved, and the hungry are all fed. Wouldn’t you give anything to inhabit a world like 
this? 

Over and over again, I would live and die, only to awaken in a world where God’s Realm was a 
little fuller, until finally we were all living exactly as God intended it to be from the beginning. 

No more war. No more crime. No more homophobia or racism or sexism. No more political 
parties or politicians choosing personal gain over the common good. Everyone treating each 
other as if God loves us all beyond our wildest imagination, and is therefore worthy of our love, 
too. 

I would gladly accept ten thousand lifetimes in such a world before moving on to anything 
higher. Wouldn’t you? 
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Well, Jesus’s prayer does not encourage us to simply bide our time here, passively waiting to 
move on to some higher place. Jesus envisions heaven descending to earth when he asks us to 
pray, “Thy Kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  

Of course, merely praying for God’s Kingdom to come may seem passive. Yet Jesus seems to 
conceive of prayer the same way a West African proverb does: “When you pray, move your 
feet.” Those of us who pray “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven” are expected to 
participate in making it so. 

Between you and me, I find this task a bit overwhelming if we are signing up to help bring 
heaven to the whole world. Ending all wars – and all crime. Ending systemic poverty, and so on. 
No, if Jesus is inviting us to change the world, I already feel exhausted and lose hope.  

But I don’t think “changing the world” was ever his focus. Forming a community the world could 
see was. “You are the light of the world,” says Jesus. “Let your light shine before others, so that 
they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.” (Matthew 5:14-16) 

On this smaller scale, Jesus’s prayer does fill me with hope. What if all we sought was to make 
God’s Realm manifest at First Congregational Church?  That is, instead of hoping that 8 billion 
people would live “on earth as it is in heaven,” we pray that God’s will be done in just 400 – 
and we “put feet to prayer”? Is it possible someday – a day not so far off – that First 
Congregational Church of Eugene could become a place where: 

Enemies are loved 
The hungry are fed. 
Debts are forgiven. 
Outsiders are welcomed. 
The last become the first, and the first go last. 
Possessions are shared. 
Mercy is preferred over sacrifice. 
Peacemakers are called God’s children. 
And we all become children at heart. 
 
Frankly, even expecting heaven’s values to become reality among 400 seems daunting. We 
would have to re-evaluate how we use our time, our talent, and our financial resources. We 
would have to look more deeply inside ourselves to transform our own prejudices, 
resentments, and brokenness. We’d have to rely more on God’s grace – and each other’s. And 
we’d have to be a lot more welcoming of those who make us uncomfortable. 

When it comes down to it, all each one of us has to do is pray that God would transform a 
single person – ourselves – and “put feet” to that prayer. If each of us as individuals decided we 
were not willing to wait until we die to start living by heaven’s standards, then there would be 
400 of us.  A mere mustard seed compared even to the population of Eugene. But according to 
Jesus, this is how God’s realm grows. And according to Josephus, it wasn’t an army that made 
the Roman governor back down. It was a crowd of ordinary people willing to die rather than 
recognize any power higher than God. 
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So yes, all this seems quite hard, but it also seems achievable. No one is asking us to bare our 
necks. Only to stop waiting. 

I’m not saying this as a rhetorical flourish. I’m really proposing this. Proposing that when we 
pray, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” we actually mean it. 
We commit to making it come true. At least at First Congregational Church of Eugene. 

Why not commit to this one little thing: Pray the Lord’s Prayer each day throughout the rest of 
this series, which ends at the end of October. Only, when you pray, “Thy kingdom come. Thy 
will be done on earth as it is in heaven” – pray “on earth, and in my life, as it is in heaven.”  

If we’ll all pray this prayer, and put feet to it, we may find the people of Eugene saying: 

First Congregational Church is crammed with heaven, and every common person afire with God. 
 

And you know, don’t you, fire doesn’t just illuminate. It catches other things on fire, too – 
particularly those things that are dry, that have thirsted for water for a very, very long time …  

 
Who knows? Someday our area might be known for a different kind of wildfire! A wildfire that, 
like the burning bush, does not consume anything, but transforms – and liberates – all who see 

it and take off their shoes. 
 
 

Questions for Further Contemplation and Small Group Discussion 
 
1. What Does God’s Realm Look Like? | The sermon describes God’s Realm as one 
where enemies are loved, the hungry are fed, outsiders are welcomed, debts are forgiven, 
possessions are shared, and peacemakers are called God’s children.  
 
Which of these marks of God’s Realm most captures your imagination right now? Which would be most 
difficult for you personally to live more fully? 
 
2. On Earth—and in My Life—as It Is in Heaven | The sermon suggests adding something 
quietly personal when praying the Lord’s Prayer: “Thy will be done on earth, and in my life, as 
it is in heaven.”  
 
If you prayed those words seriously every day, where in your life might you most hope—or fear—that 
God would begin changing something? 
 
3. A Community Crammed with Heaven | Rather than trying to “change the world,” the 
sermon asks what might happen if a community of about 400 people tried to become a visible 
sign of God’s Realm, trusting that even something as small as a mustard seed can grow.  
 
What would need to change—or deepen—at First Congregational Church for someone encountering 
our community to experience it as a place “crammed with heaven”? 
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