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Sermon for the 4th 
Wednesday in Lent 

                          

Thy Will be Done on Earth as 
It is in Heaven 

 

“Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” These words 
can stick in our throats. 

  

We know what we want, what our will is. We’re not so sure 
we want God’s will to be done, though, because God’s will 
doesn’t necessarily match with ours. So a third of the way 
into the prayer that Jesus taught, we reach this part about 
the will of God being done—and the words choke us. 

There are obvious matters in which, on the face of things, 
our sinful wills run totally against God’s will. In the text, the 
woman at the well had had five husbands. Almost certainly, 

Text: John 4:7,9 
 
A Samaritan woman came to draw 
some water, and Jesus said to her, 
"Give me a drink of water". The 
woman answered, "You are a Jew, 
and I am a Samaritan—so how can 

you ask me for a drink?" 
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some unforgiven sin could be found lurking in that checkered 
past. To top it off, the man with whom she was living was not 
her husband! No wonder this otherwise talkative woman 
answered so briefly and evasively when Jesus told her to 
call her husband. His words cut her to the heart. Words from 
God cut you and me too on a variety of subjects. They 
always cut when a person’s will runs counter to God’s will 
and the person knows it very well. 

Then there are matters in which we have a somewhat 
dimmer awareness of God’s will, and we want to keep it that 
way. We would like to keep it this way because we want 
something else, and we don’t like to be reminded of the 
conflict between our will and God’s will. For instance, we 
know God wants us to take care of our bodies, and we’re 
more or less aware of ways to do so. Yet it all seems like a 
lot of work and not much fun, so we’re not rushing right out 
to learn more. Likewise, we’ve got a sense that God wants 
us to take care of our minds, but we’d rather “veg out” in 
front of a television or computer screen. God wants us to 
take care of our souls too, we know, but Bible reading 
doesn’t really strike me as “my thing.” 

For her part, the woman in the text said that “her thing” in 
worship was what her fathers said: to worship on Mount 
Gerizim in Samaria. She was already aware that Jesus 
would disagree. The spot he hit was no less sore when he 
went on, unexpectedly, to talk about the real worship of the 
real Father. When Jesus said that “salvation is from the 
Jews,” it must have grated against her every impulse. Okay, 
God knows best. His will be done. But boy, does that hurt! 
So the words stick in our throats. 

The Third Petition of the Lord’s Prayer may also stick in our 
throats for one more reason: it seems to make us vulnerable 
in all sorts of ways we don’t even know. It’s as if we’re giving 
God a “blank check” to “get” us. There are many, many 
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things in which we simply don’t know his will. We can 
actually entertain the thought that even though God might—
just might—do things our way, as soon as we add “Thy will 
be done” to a prayer, he’ll take that permission we’ve given 
him and do things his way after all. Of course, this is a silly 
way to think. God’s will is done even without our prayer. We 
don’t give him permission. Still, there are lots of things we 
don’t know about his will, and they can bother us in a huge 
way. 

They particularly bother modern people. The previous 
sermon mentioned the confidence in progress and human 
betterment that has characterized the modern world for quite 
a while. This devotion to progress turns out to be one of the 
reasons why people were already becoming uncomfortable 
with God in the 1800s. An all-powerful God with an unknown 
will could toss a massive monkey wrench into the 
mechanism of progress at any time. He could throw it all into 
a tizzy in a mere moment. So people yearned for a more 
understandable God who could be counted on to do more 
regular things in more regularized ways, and they started 
thinking of God accordingly. Christians found it tempting to 
go along with this impulse. When they did, though, they lost 
a sense of God’s working in the world that we need to 
recover in daily life still today. 

You see, God doesn’t require our approval for his will to be 
done. Speaking of the words “Thy will be done, on earth as it 
is in heaven,” Luther wrote: “He who reflects deeply on 
this and the other petitions can truly have but little love 
for this life. He who does love such a life betrays that he 
does not in the least understand the Lord’s Prayer or the 
perils of his life” (AE 42:43). 

The Lord’s Prayer is not only prayed against ourselves, but 
it’s also prayed against the devil. Satan cannot stand for 
anyone to believe rightly. He had drawn the woman in the 
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text into worshiping what she didn’t know—that is, into 
idolatry—tantalizingly mixed with some truth. The devil 
especially goes on the attack against Christians. We get 
crosses and torment and adversity in this life, all of which 
prompts us to ask “Why?” Why did some bad thing happen? 
What was God doing? No matter what the devil was trying to 
do, where was God’s purpose in this? What was his will? We 
may know in general, but no one really knows specifically. 

So we’re supposed to say to God, “Thy will be done”? Done 
among us, “on earth as it is in heaven”? Absolutely! The 
Lord’s Prayer includes this petition not to break our faith, but 
to make our faith. Instead of leaving us with nothing, it gives 
us everything. 

For, as the catechism says, “God’s will is done when He 
breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the 
devil, the world, and our sinful nature, which do not 
want us to hallow God’s name or let His kingdom come; 
and when He strengthens and keeps us firm in His Word 
and faith until we die. This is His good and gracious 
will” (SC, Third Petition). This petition zeros in on our 
heavenly Father’s will that is none other than good and 
gracious. 

Yes, the devil and the world, even our own sinful selves, 
want terrible things. They want to eliminate God—forget him 
or trivialize him or get rid of him in any other way. Stronger 
and better, though, is our heavenly Father’s will. 

Instead of getting stumped over what we do not know about 
God and his will, the Third Petition dwells on what we do 
know of God and his will. What does he want? He wants all 
to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth (cf. 1 
Tim 2:4). Events around us may seem to contradict this. 
They may make it look like God wills to do anything but love 
us. At these times, forget about what you don’t know about 
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God. Instead, cling to what you do know about your 
heavenly Father. 

Remember from whom you learned it too. The woman in the 
text was right to say, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who 
is called Christ). When he comes, he will tell us all things” (v 
25). Jesus certainly impressed this woman by telling her 
about her past (vv 29, 39), but he didn’t write her whole 
biography at the well that day. What he told her was not so 
much a matter of quantity but of quality. When Jesus said, “I 
who speak to you am he” (v 26), that was everything. For 
Jesus is the Messiah, the great I am, God in the flesh. He is 
uniquely qualified to show us the Father’s heart. “No one has 
ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he 
has made him known” (Jn 1:18). 

At length, the woman’s neighbors also believed that “this is 
indeed the Savior of the world” (v 42). He had come not only 
to show the Father’s will but also to do it in deed. He said, 
“My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to 
accomplish his work” (Jn 4:34). He did it all the way to 
Gethsemane. There he said, “Father, if you are willing, 
remove this cup from me,” yet he added, “Nevertheless, not 
my will, but yours, be done” (Lk 22:42). For God’s will to be 
done meant that Jesus would drink the cup of God’s wrath 
down to its dregs, for us. Even in his moment of anguish in 
the garden, Jesus nonetheless prayed that his Father’s will 
be done—that is, God’s good and gracious will for our 
salvation. He prayed this prayer, knowing full well that 
nothing less than salvation lay at stake and knowing equally 
well that he himself was the answer to this prayer. 

Can you doubt that the will of God is for your salvation when 
your faith beholds Christ on the cross? He was not just there 
for show. He was there indeed to be the Savior of the world. 
He was there to save you. 
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The only one who can save you from God is God. Jesus, the 
man who is also God, died to do that and lived to tell the 
tale. The only place for us to go when we’re confronted with 
all we don’t know about God and his will is to run to what we 
do know about God and his will in Christ. The only way for 
you and me, with all our sinful contradictions of God’s will, is 
to turn in repentance to the one who is the way and the truth 
and the life. Yes, only Christ can save you from the wrath of 
God. On account of him, you have a heavenly Father whose 
will toward you is always good and gracious. 

The Father does not negotiate with our sinful wills. He 
overcomes and overwhelms them, using the power of his 
Word. We want to hear that Word, then, for by it our Father 
keeps us firm in the faith until we die. 

The Third Petition does not stick in our throats when we see 
it for what it truly is. To the contrary, 

Praying “Thy Will Be Done” 

Shouts Victory in Christ. 


