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The Third Petition 

Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven 

      This petition has the same twofold effect as the preceding one, that is, it humbles and it exalts; it 

makes sinners and it makes righteous people; for the Word of God always works both judgment and 

righteousness. We read, “Blessed are they who practice justice and righteousness at all times” [Ps. 

106:3]. Judgment consists of nothing else but that man recognizes his condition and judges and 

condemns himself. That is true humility and self-abasement. Righteousness is nothing else but 

recognition of self, followed by a plea and petition for God’s mercy and help by which a man is then 

exalted before God. We shall study these two points in this petition. 

      In the first place, we judge and accuse ourselves with our own words, declaring that we are 

disobedient to God and do not do his will. For if we really did his will, this petition would not be necessary. 

It is really frightening to hear ourselves say, “Thy will be done.” What can be more terrible than our own 

frank admission in this petition that God’s will is not being done and that his commandment is disdained. 

If we pray in this manner, it is obviously true that we are not doing and have not done God’s will. In God’s 

sight sham and hypocrisy avail nothing, for we must pray in accord with the facts as they really are. 

      Since we find it necessary to pray this petition until our death, it follows that we are also found to be 

guilty of disobedience to God’s will until our end. Who, in the face of our conviction by our own prayer, 

could be so arrogant as to deny that if God were to deal with us according to his justice, he should 

reasonably condemn us at any time for the disobedience which we have confessed with our own lips? So 

then, this petition brings about genuine humility and a fear of God and his judgment, and we are happy to 

escape God’s judgment and to be saved by pure mercy and grace. To know oneself thoroughly and to 

bemoan one’s condition means, as this petition shows, to condemn oneself and to pass judgment on 

oneself before God. 

      In the second place, righteousness consists of this, that having known and judged ourselves, we do 

not despair before God’s judgment seat, before which we plead guilty in this petition, but that we seek 

refuge in God’s mercy and firmly trust that he will deliver us from our disobedience to his will. He who 

humbly confesses his disobedience and sin, who admits that he deserves the sentence and sincerely 

asks God for mercy, not doubting that it will be granted, is righteous before God. Thus the Apostle 

teaches that a person will be justified before God solely by reason of his faith and trust in God, and not 

because of his own works. The mercy of God is the only source of his comfort and confidence (Romans 

1; Galatians 3). 

      What a hard rebuff this petition is to our fleeting and wretched life, marking it as nothing but 

disobedience to the divine will and thus as a sure stage of eternal damnation. It asserts that our life is 

preserved only by our admission of this, by our lament over it, and by our fervent plea for it. 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. 

      What does it mean to say that God’s will is done, or that it is not done? That God’s will be done 

means undoubtedly nothing else than that his commandments are kept, for through these God has 

revealed his will to us. Here it is necessary to know and to understand God’s commandments. This is a 

very broad statement. Briefly stated, it refers to distinguishing the old self, the old Adam in us, as the holy 

Apostle teaches us in many passages (for example, Romans 6 [:6]). The old Adam is simply the evil 
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leaning in us toward wrath, hatred, unchastity, greed, vainglory, pride, and the like. These evil impulses 

were inherited from Adam and born in us through our mothers. From these stem all kinds of evil deeds 

such as murder, adultery, robbery, and similar transgressions of God’s commandments, which cannot 

happen without disobedience to God’s will. 

      The old Adam is mortified in two ways so that God’s will may be done. In the first place, he is 

mortified by us when we subdue and suppress our base impulses, when we restrain our unchastity by 

fasting, watching, prayer, and labor, when we undo our neighbor’s hatred and ill will by alms and other 

acts of kindness, in short, when we break our own will in every way. When a person is without a teacher 

and master, he must learn to do not what his own will wants him to do, but always to do what runs 

counter to his will. He must always work against his own will. He must be firmly convinced that his will is 

not good, no matter how pleasant it may seem. Unless the will has been trained and guided it is better to 

forego doing its bidding. As I have already said, if a good will dwelt in us, we would not need this petition. 

      A person should learn to know a will which is superior to his and which is opposed to his own. He will 

never feel uncertain when he finds this one will, knowing that in him these wills are not in conflict with one 

another, when he accustoms himself to follow the superior will rather than his own. He who has and 

obeys his own will surely acts contrary to God’s will. But as it happens, there is nothing so dear to man 

and so hard to surrender as his own will. Many people perform fine and good works, but they completely 

follow their own will and inclinations, assuming all the time that all is well and that they are not doing 

wrong. They are of the opinion that their will is good and true and that they do not in the least need this 

petition. They are also without any fear of God. 

      In the second place, this petition mortifies us through other people who antagonize us, assail us, 

disquiet us, and oppose our will in every way, who mock not only our worldly actions but also our good 

spiritual works, such as our prayers, our fasting, our acts of kindness, who, in brief, are never at peace 

with us. O what a priceless blessing this is! We should really pay such assailants all our goods, for they 

are the ones who fulfil this petition in us. They are the ones through whom God breaks our will so that his 

will may be done. This is why Christ says in Matthew 5 [:25], “Make friends quickly with your accuser.” 

That is, we must surrender our will and accept our adversary’s will as good, for in that way our will is 

broken. In the breaking of our will God’s will is done; for he wants to see our will hindered and broken. 

Therefore, if someone wants to reproach you or make a fool of you, do not oppose him, but say yes to 

him, deeming it right before God to do so, which, as a matter of fact, it is. If he wants to rob you of 

anything and work you harm, let him do it as though it were your just desert, for undoubtedly in God’s 

sight it is just. Even if your adversary is doing wrong thereby, you nevertheless are not suffering an 

injustice, for since everything belongs to God, it is his right to take it from you either through a good or an 

evil person. Your will must not resist, but must say, “Thy will be done.” This applies to all things, physical 

and spiritual. Christ says, “If anyone takes your coat, let him have your cloak as well” [Matt. 5:40]. But you 

may say, “If that is the meaning of ‘doing God’s will,’ who, then, can be saved? Who can fulfil this lofty 

commandment to the extent that he surrenders all things and has no will of his own?” This is my reply: 

You must learn how important and necessary this petition is, why we must pray it ardently and earnestly, 

and why it is important that our will be mortified and God’s will alone be done. Thus you must confess that 

you are a sinner who cannot do God’s will, who must petition God for help and mercy, to forgive your 

shortcomings, and to aid you in doing his will. It is imperative that if God’s will is to prevail, our will must 

be submerged, for these two are at war with each other. We can take an example from Christ, our Lord. 

When he asked his Father in the garden to remove the cup, he also added, “Not my will, but thine, be 

done” [Luke 22:42]. If Christ had to surrender his will, which after all was good, yes, undoubtedly and 

always the best, in order that God’s will be carried out, why should we poor little worms make such a fuss 

about our will, which is never free of evil and always deserves to be thwarted? 

      To understand this we must note the two ways in which our will is evil. In the first place, our will may 

be openly and patently and undisguisedly evil, as, for example, when we are wilfully inclined to do 

something that is generally acknowledged by all as being evil; such as a will to be wrathful, to lie, deceive, 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt.%205.40
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2022.42


to harm a neighbor, to be unchaste, and the like. Such a will and leaning show up in everyone, especially 

when he is incited in their direction. We must ask God’s help in opposing it, so that his will may be done, 

for God wants peace, truth, purity, and gentleness. In the second place, our will may appear cloaked and 

disguised as something good, as seen for instance in the words in Luke 9 [54–55], directed by St. John 

and St. James against the Samaritans who would not receive Christ, “Lord, do you want us to bid fire 

come down from heaven and consume them?” The Lord answered them, “Do you not know what manner 

of spirit you are children of; for the Son of man came not to destroy the soul but to save it.” 

      To this category belong all who fly in the face of the supposed injustice or folly done them or others. 

Whatever they undertake must succeed. When thwarted, they lament, “Oh, I meant so very well. Oh, I 

wanted to help a whole city, but the devil will not have it.” They imagine that they are obligated to be 

vexed and angered and thus to sow discord between themselves and others and to raise the hue and cry 

that their good will was frustrated. But if they would look at the matter in the light of day they would 

discover that it was all sham and that they, with their good will, were looking only to their own advantage 

and honor, their own will and opinion. It is impossible for a truly good and sincere will to become irritable 

and quarrelsome when thwarted. 

      Mark well that it is a definite sign of an evil will that it will not brook opposition. Impatience is the fruit 

by which you can recognize a feigned, false, and cunning good will. A genuinely good will when thwarted 

will say, “O God, I regarded my plan as good. But if it is not to be, I am content. May your will be done.” 

Wherever there is dissension and impatience, there can be nothing that is good, no matter how good it 

may seem or want to be. 

      In addition to these two evil wills, there is a just and good will, which also must not be done. David 

had such a will when he wanted to build a temple to God. The Lord praised him for this, and yet did not 

permit him to carry it out. Such was the will of Christ in the garden when he was reluctant to drink the cup; 

his will, though good, did not prevail. Likewise, if you willed to convert the whole world, raise the dead, 

lead yourself and all others to heaven, and to perform every miracle, you should still not want to do any of 

this unless you had first consulted God’s will and subordinated your will wholly to his, and said, “My dear 

God, this or that seems good to me; if you approve, let it be done, but if you disapprove, let it remain 

undone.” 

      God very often breaks this good will in his saints to prevent a false, malicious, and evil good will from 

establishing itself through the semblance of good, and also to help us learn that no matter how good our 

will may be, it is still immeasurably inferior to God’s will. Therefore, our inferior good will must necessarily 

give way to the infinitely better will of God; it must submit to being destroyed by it. 

      Third, this good will in us must be hindered for its own improvement. God’s only purpose in thwarting 

our good will is to make of it a better will. And this is done when it subordinates itself to and conforms to 

the divine will (by which it is hindered), until the point is reached when man is entirely unfettered by his 

own will, delivered from his own will, and knows nothing except that he waits upon the will of God. 

      Now that is what is meant by genuine obedience, a thing which, unfortunately, is entirely unknown in 

our day. Nowadays idle babblers come along and fill all of Christendom with their chatter and mislead the 

poor people with their doctrines. They fairly shout from the pulpits telling us how to have and how to make 

a good will, a good opinion, a good resolve. Then they tell the people that if they have done this they can 

feel secure and that all that they do is good. With this doctrine they merely create self-willed and stubborn 

people, bold and secure minds, who constantly contend against God’s will and do not break or 

subordinate their own. They feel that their own ideas are good and should therefore prevail, and that 

whatever obstructs them must be of the devil and not of God. That gives birth to the wolves in sheep’s 

clothing, to those arrogant saints who are the most pernicious people on earth. That is why one bishop 

fights and feuds and wars with another, one church with another. That is why priests and monks and nuns 

are at loggerheads with each other. That is why there is dissension everywhere. Yet each faction claims 



to have a good will, the right opinion, and a godly resolve. And so they carry on their devilish work, 

thinking it to be to the honor and glory of God. 

      One ought to teach them properly to have a God-fearing will and not to rely in the least on their own 

will and opinion, yes, to east from them this accursed belief that they can have or make a good will or 

intention. Man must despair utterly of ever having or attaining a good will, opinion, or resolve. As I stated 

before, a good will is found only where there is no will. Where there is no will, God’s will, which is the very 

best, will be present. Therefore these barkers know all about a good or a bad will. They come along 

boldly and encourage us to say with our lips, “Thy will be done,” but with the heart, “My will be done.” 

Thus they mock God and us. 

      You may say, “Well, did God not endow us with a free will?” I reply: To be sure, he gave you a free 

will. But why do you want to make it your own will? Why not let it remain free? If you do with it whatever 

you will, it is not a free will, but your own will. God did not give you or anyone else a will of your own. Your 

own will comes from the devil and from Adam, who transformed the free will received from God into his 

own. A free will does not want its own way, but looks only to God’s will for direction. By so doing it then 

also remains free, untrammeled and unshackled. 

  

Summary 

      In this petition you will notice that God bids us to pray against ourselves. In that way he teaches us 

that we have no greater enemy than ourself. You see, our will is the most formidable element in us, and 

against it we must pray, “O Father, do not let me get to the point where my will is done. Break my will; 

resist it. No matter what happens let my life be governed not by my will, but by yours. As no one’s own will 

prevails in heaven so may it also be here on earth.” Such a petition or its fulfilment is indeed very painful 

to our human nature, for our own will is the greatest and most deep rooted evil in us, and nothing is 

dearer to us than our own will. 

      Therefore, we are asking for nothing else in this petition than the cross, torment, adversity, and 

sufferings of every kind, since these serve the destruction of our will. If these self-willed people really 

thought about this and noted that they are praying against their own will, they would turn against this 

petition or even be frightened by it. 

      Now let us relate these three petitions to each other. The first asks that God’s name be honored and 

that his glory and honor may dwell in us. But no one can attain to that unless he is righteous and lives in 

the kingdom of God. The dead and the sinners cannot praise God, as David declares in Psalm 6 [:5]. And 

no one is godly unless he is free of sin. Only he is free of sin whose own will is uprooted and replaced by 

God’s will alone. For if the will, the chief and head of all our members, is no longer ours and is no longer 

evil, then all other members are also no longer ours and no longer evil. Consequently, this petition seizes 

evil by the head, not by the hand or the foot, but by our will, which is the chief of all evil, the true 

arch-knave.  
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