| wonder which you would say is the oddest phrase
in the Lord’s Prayer.

| think it has to be, ‘Lead us not into temptation.
Surely, God, who is without sin,

would never deliberately lead us into temptation.
Surely he would never tempt us to do wrong,

put evil desires in our hearts.

And the answer is, No, he absolutely would never do this.
In his letter in the NT James says,

‘Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘l am being tempted by
God, for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself
tempts no one’

But the Bible also says, ‘Jesus was led up by the Spirit into
the wilderness to be tempted by the devil’

So, God does not tempt us,

but he does bring us into the presence of many temptations,
or, as the word can also be translated, many tests.

Now, before we ask again what it means to pray,
‘Lead us not into temptation;

lead us not into times of testing’,

when God clearly does do just that,

we need first to ask why he would do such a thing.
Why would God take us into a situation

where we will be tempted?

Let me mention three reasons.

Firstly, to reveal to us what is in our hearts;

to show us what we are really like.

In the wilderness, for forty years

God led his people into all manner of tests.

Why? Moses tells them:

‘to humble and test you in order to know what was in your
heart, whether or not you would keep his commands.’
God exposes us to temptation

to show us two things about ourselves:

firstly, our weakness,

our vulnerability in the face of temptation,

our preference for temptation rather than obedience;
and secondly, our total dependence on God,

our need of his help, if we are ever to resist temptation.
That’s the first reason God leads us into times of testing:
to humble us by showing us what we are really like.

The second reason is to change what we are really like
by strengthening our faith.

Just as a muscle is strengthened

as it responds to the resistance, the challenge,

of a heavy weight in the gym,

so our faith is strengthened

as we respond to the heavy challenge of temptation.
As we work the muscle of our faith

to resist the weight of temptation,

so we change, we grow, we become more like Jesus,
who never gave in to temptation.

And just as the months pass in the gym,

we find we can lift heavier weights,

so as time passes in our lives,

we find we are better able to resist temptation.



Which brings us to the third reason

God leads us into times of testing.

Firstly, to show us what we are like;

secondly, to change what we are like;

and, thirdly, so that we can show other people
what God is like:

so that we can glorify him in the sight of others,
so that his name may be hallowed.

How do we do this?

By not giving in to temptation when it comes,
and so showing that God is more valuable to us,
our relationship with him more important to us,
his presence in our lives more pleasurable to us
than these temptations could ever be.

Like the man away from home on a business trip,

who goes back to his bedroom

while his colleagues flirt with other women in the bar,
brings honour to his wife

and demonstrates how precious she is to him,

SO we, as we resist the temptations

we might otherwise so easily fall into,

demonstrate the beauty, the superiority of God

over all such things.

What does Jesus say?

‘Let your light shine before others, that they may see your
good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven.

As we resist temptation so we show others what God is like.

Three reasons why God leads his people into times of testing.

So why then does Jesus tell us to pray that he wouldn’t?
‘Lead us notinto temptation.’

What Jesus means is that when we pray this prayer,
now knowing all too clearly just what we are really like,
how vulnerable to temptation we are,

we are asking that God would protect us

when times of testing come,

that he would keep us from being exposed

to temptations too strong for us,

that we would not yet be able to resist,

that in the times of testing we will face today

our faith would not fail.

We might say that God in his wisdom leads us to temptation,
so that we in our wisdom might cry out to him

to protect us from falling into temptation.

Which leaves just one thing to say about this prayer,
which is how we are to play our part in answering it.
Weak, vulnerable, preferring temptation to obedience
as we are,

are we just to sit back and expect God to do it all
when hard tests to obedience and patience and purity
come our way?

Actually, the answer to this question is No and Yes.

There is a verse in Paul’s letter to the Philippians
which says this:

‘continue to work out your salvation ...

foritis God who works in you to will and to act
in order to fulfil his good purpose.



‘Continue to work out your salvation’ — that’s our bit,
the daily fight to say no to temptation.

‘For itis God who works in you to will and to act’ —
that’s God’s bit,

as he answers our prayer to lead us not into temptation.
God acts as we act.

And we only act because God first acts in us

to change our wills to want to act.

Let me say that again:

God acts as we act.

And we only act because God first acts in us

to change our wills to want to act.

What will this look like?

It will look different for each of us

depending on what our particular temptations are.

If it’s gossip, we’ll be careful who we spend time with.
If it’s alcohol, we’ll be very careful how we socialise.
If it’s personal purity, we might ask someone we trust
to check up on us from time to time.

It will be different in every case,

butin every case it will also be the same:

a simple, every day, undramatic decision, taken early enough
to enable us to avoid falling into the temptation.

A friend of Ros and mine used to be the principal

of one of the leading theological colleges in this country,
preparing people for ordination.

Earlier in life he had worked as a lawyer in the City.

Every day he took the tube to Bank, then walked to his office.
Bank station has a great many exits.

The exit our friend took each day took him past a newsstand,
which on the top shelf displayed those magazines
you shouldn’t look at.

Try as he might, pray as he might,

our friend couldn’t resist just glancing up at them
as he walked past each morning.

And then the problem was solved.

He decided to leave the station by another exit.

It meant a couple of hundred extra yards to walk,
but it meant not falling into temptation.

A simple, every day, undramatic decision

to choose obedience over temptation.

We pray and we act.

We pray: Lead us not into temptation.

And, in the strength God gives us, we act:

we continue to work out our salvation,

with courage, with determination, and with hope,
because we know that itis the God who loves us
and who delights to answer our prayer

who works in us to will,

and who works in us to be able to act.

Let us pray.

Our Father in heaven, lead us not into temptation,
that your name may be hallowed. Amen.



