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Lenten Series, “Learning to Pray”

Week 5:  “When We’re Tempted”

Matthew 4:1-11

     During this season of Lent, we are taking the time to reflect in a deeper way on the lines of The Lord’s Prayer.  Today we come to the petition, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  

     The two words that tend to jump out at us and draw our focus are temptation and evil.  There’s a lot there to think about and talk about.  And we will do some of that.  But the more I prayed and studied this line of the prayer this week, the more those words began to fade into the background and others came into focus.  I began to wonder if when we get too focused on temptation and evil, if we miss out.  If we begin with them, it makes our approach to this line all about us.  And isn’t that what we do, what our human nature is prone to, what the evil one wants from us—for us to focus on ourselves rather than God.

     But if we look past these words, we realize that the action words here are lead and deliver:  Lead us, deliver us.  These words are about God.  They are about the work God does in our lives.  These words describe God’s role and function.  They describe how we want God to act in our lives.

     Have you ever noticed that when Jesus teaches us to pray, he teaches us to use the imperative?  It might sound a lot like English class, but it makes a huge difference.  The imperative is the command tense.  It’s what you use when you give directions.  
     You don’t say, “If you want to, you could turn right at the gas station and then if it’s not too much trouble, turn left at the traffic light.”  No, think how bossy your GPS is.  Turn left here.  Turn right now.  This is important, there’s no time to waste or you’ll be lost.

     Jesus invites us to pray in this way, in the imperative.  Lead us.  Deliver us.  God, be God.  Do what you do best.  We need to be led.  We need to be delivered. 

     These are words of confession.  We are a mess.  If we are left to ourselves, or if we leave it to others to lead us, there will be problems.  Evil is lurking near us.  Temptation is close at hand.  It seems the harder we try to do what is right, the harder the challenges we face.  It’s like a video game.  The more levels you make it through, the harder and faster the things that destroy you come.  

     And so we pray, God, we need a guide.  We need a deliverer.  We can’t get through these things on our own. 

     When we pray these words, lead us, deliver us, we are also placing our trust in God.  

     If God is leading us through the maze of evil and temptations in this life, God will not lead us to a place of temptation.  We do that to ourselves with the help of the world under the supervision of the devil.  But God does not.  God leads us around it, past it, through it safely.  God will deliver us from evil.  

     How do we know?  There is only one who has made it through the temptations of this life successfully.  There is only one who has conquered evil.  That is Jesus Christ.  Jesus faced these three ultimate temptations from the devil, just after he was baptized.  Jesus faced the temptation to avoid the cross and suffering in the garden, the temptation to choose his own will over God’s.  Jesus made it through the ultimate time of tribulation, death and hell, and rose victorious.  

     Jesus made it through temptation and overcame evil.  And so he is only one who can help us do the same.  He will lead us and deliver us.  Even as Jesus teaches us to pray for this, God is doing this in and through him for us.  

     Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  Lead us like a shepherd leads his sheep.  Lead us like you do God, not like the world or the devil, or ourselves, not into temptation, but into places of abundant, joyful, and eternal life.

     As we pray, we commit ourselves to trust You God.  We will not second guess You.  We will not take the easy way, the short cut.  We will not try it on our own or seek our will over yours.  We will follow you as you lead us.  We know our vulnerability.
     David Timms highlights our vulnerability, how complicated evil and temptation is.  It’s easy to name the big evils out there, violent crimes of all kinds, isms of all kinds.  But there are also temptations and evils that hide within the good things of life.  Timms says, “Our most mortal enemy is not the one who forces us against our will, but the one who destroys us by appealing to our will.”  

     Will Willimon puts it this way, “Evil is large, cosmic, organized, subtle, pervasive and real.  The powers never appear as evil coercive.  The powers always masquerade as freedoms that we have been graciously given or as necessities that we cannot live without.”

     Lead us, Jesus, for we cannot do it on our own.  Lead us Jesus, and we will follow you.  We will follow even when it leads to the cross, for we understand that “It is in the cross that God has seriously and radically dealt with evil” (Willimon).  We will take up our cross and follow, resisting the temptation to avoid that which is hard but gives life.  We will avoid that which is easy and yet destroys our souls.  

     It’s so much easier to keep our head in the sand, thinking things aren’t that bad.  Or, to see it all so clearly that we are overwhelmed and paralyzed by it and give in to it.  Or, we decide that we need to deliver ourselves.  It’s all on us to save the world.

     But we can’t.  We can’t do it ourselves.  We can help, we can follow, but only with God leading us and delivering us will we make it through.

     Our guide, Jesus, will help us.  But we have to follow.  

     So the question is, do you need a Savior?  Will you follow that Savior?

     Christians are not those who handle every temptation perfectly.  They are not those who can identify and dismantle every situation of evil.  We get criticized for that.  We have this false sense that we should fight the bad guys and save the world.  

      But, at the heart of who we are, Christians are those who ask to be saved.  Another way this phrase of the prayer is translated is ‘save us from the time of trial.’

     Save us God.  Lead us.  Deliver us.

     Save us and save me.

     Lead me through the most difficult times in my life.  When I’m struggling with hurt, anger, and pride in my relationships.  When I want to give up and obliterate my woes with food or alcohol or drugs or whatever.  When I feel like destroying someone else so that I feel better.  When I want more than my share.  When I get down and feel worthless and hopeless and apathetic.  When I feel hypercritical about everyone and everything and can’t enjoy the gift of this day and this moment.  

     Lead me through so that I might not be overcome and destroyed by the evil that lurks, trying to deter me from the path of Jesus Christ that leads to your abundant life.

    Lead me so that I may claim with joy that in all things you have delivered us through Jesus Christ who has claimed the victory in his life, death, and resurrection.  

