Study on what Jesus meant in 

Matthew 6:13

Last week, when we were studying Paul’s words on temptation, we read James 1:13 which says, 


“When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’  For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.”

Then, the question was asked, “If God doesn’t tempt anyone why does Matthew 4 say that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted, and why do we pray, from Matthew 6, “And lead us not into temptation”?  


I’ve studied these questions, and this is what I found out.


First of all, when Jesus taught us to pray, in the Lord’s Prayer, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one,” it’s unfortunate that the word “temptation” is used in so many translations.  Remember last week that we said the idea behind the word “temptation” in the New Testament is that of being tested, or stressed, or order to be made stronger – like a weight lifter tests, or stresses his muscles, in order to make them stronger.  A better word would be to translate it “And lead us not into testing,” as a number of translations say (i.e. Jerusalem Bible, Good News For Modern Man, NRSV [which uses the word “trial”, which means a similar thing]).


By using the word “testing”  (“And lead us not into testing.”) we avoid suggesting that God leads us into temptation, luring us, or seducing us, to sin.  God doesn’t want us to sin, so he’d never tempt, or lure, anyone to sin.


Instead, Jesus is teaching us to pray that God would not lead us into a time of testing our faith.  


OK.  When our faith is tested, who is doing the testing?  Not God.  Our faith is tested, instead, by either “the evil one” (i.e. the Devil), or by our own “evil desire” as James says.  


I imagine a room with a one door in and another door out.  We are standing outside of that room.  Inside of the room is the Devil, and any evil desires we have.  They’re waiting for us to go in, so that we can give in to sin and go against God’s will.  If God knows we can handle the testing inside of that room then he will lead us to go inside of that room, so that we will come out of it stronger.  God isn’t the one who tests us inside of that room.  But he will lead us into that room, so that our faith is made stronger by the tests that either the Devil or our own evil desires will give us inside of that room.


But, in the Lord’s Prayer, we’re asking God not to do that.  We’re asking God not to lead us into that room.  Why not?  Won’t we benefit from being in that room?  Yes, we may benefit.  But it’s not fun in that room!  No time of testing is enjoyable.  It’s nothing that any sensible person would want to embrace and seek after.


Can you think of anything else like that – something that is good for you, but unpleasant to experience, and OK to pray that we don’t experience it?  


Two things come to mind.  First, persecution for being Christians.  In Matthew 5:12, Jesus says we should “rejoice and be glad” whenever we’re persecuted for our faith, because then we’re being just like the prophets of old.  Yet, in Matthew 10:23, Jesus tells us to “flee” from it.  Clearly, though persecution has a beneficial effect on believers, it’s not something that they are to run after, or stay in once it comes.  So, it’s OK to pray that God would spare you persecution, even though it’s good for you.


In the same way, death isn’t something that Christians should hope for.  Christians don’t have death wishes.  We get medical treatment when a life-threatening illness hits.  We don’t embrace death with glee, even though we know that physical death is beneficial to us!  So, it’s OK to pray that God would spare you death, even though it’s good for you.


In the same way, it’s OK to pray that God would spare you being put in situations (“rooms”) where the Devil, or your own evil desires, test your faith and obedience to God – even though these situations are good for you, in that they make your faith stronger.


The second part of Matthew 6:13 is simpler to understand:  “But deliver us from the evil one.”  I think that Jesus is teaching us to seek the true source of our strength, God, whenever:

A.  He puts us in situations where the Devil, or our own evil desires, test our faith, or,

B.  We get into those situations on our own, without God leading us to them.


So, it is true that God does not tempt us to sin.  God has no desire to entice us and see us sin.  None.


But, God does allow us to be tested from time to time, so that we will be made stronger through the testing, as Jesus was.


And, it is OK to pray that God would not do this, would not allow the Devil, or our own evil desires, to test us.  It’s OK to pray, and ask, for this.  


But we ask for this with one understanding between us and God:  “Your will be done.”

If God wants to test us, even though we’ve asked him not to, that’s OK.  God knows what he is doing.  If he thinks we need to be tested, we know where we’ll get the strength to come out of the test OK – from him!

