Prayer--Its Protection (Matthew 6:13)

Let me begin with quoting from John MacArthur’s book Alone With God. “We live in a fallen world that continually bombards us with the reality of sin and its consequences. We can see it first in the natural world. Volcanoes, earthquakes, fires, floods, pestilences, and accidents are increasing with alarming regularity, threatening the survival of mankind.

The intellectual world in particular assaults our faith. Man is constantly seeking the truth, but is unable to find it. His judgments are partial and unfair. His tampering with relative thinking leads to inevitable destruction. Man is propelled by his own self-bias. Logic is ruled by pride, intellects are ruled by lust, and material gain makes liars out of men. Human opinions are on a continual collision course with each other. He has erected fortresses of ideology that are set against truth and God.

Grief and anxiety characterize the emotional world of man. His inability to control destructive attitudes devastates his spirit, and his soul is chafed by his conflicts with others. Envy stings him, hate embitters him, and greed eats away at him like a canker. His affections are misplaced, his love is trampled, and his confidence is betrayed. Rich people step on the poor, and the poor seek to dethrone the rich. Prisons, hospitals, and mental institutions mark the moral and emotional upheaval of man.

But without doubt the darkest part of man’s world is his spiritual life. He is out of harmony with God. The machinery of man’s moral nature is visibly out of gear. He is running out of sync with God’s divine plan. Evil tendencies dominate man from his tainted, fallen ancestry.

There is seemingly no escape in this world from this for the sincere believer. Wherever we turn we are confronted by pervasive culture in the fallen world. On top of all that, Satan relentlessly attacks our faith. With such knowledge we must pray, ‘Do not lead us into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”

We will divide this verse into two parts, the problem and practice. As we will see in a moment there is a problem with the meaning of this seemingly simple petition. We will attempt to answer the question, “For what are we praying?” Then we will examine the practical implications of this prayer.

I.
Problem

What are we really asking God for when we pray, “And do not lead us into temptation?” The word translated temptation is neutral having no connotation of good or evil. It can mean to prove by testing or trial. It can also mean to tempt. The context determines the meaning.
A.
Trial (Mat 4:1; Gen 22:1; Jas 1:2-3)
The Good News Bible translates the verse this way, “Do not bring us into hard testing, but keep us safe from the evil one.” The translators believe this Greek word is more accurately reflected by our English word testing.

Maybe several biblical examples will help us understand the meaning of this word. In Matthew’s Gospel we read, “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil” (4:1). The question we need to ask is, “Did the Holy Spirit lead Jesus into the wilderness to tempt Him?” The answer, of course, is no. Later we will discuss the reason why. For now let’s seek to find the meaning of this verse. Why did the Holy Spirit lead Jesus into the wilderness? What was His purpose? Jesus was led, by the Spirit, into the wilderness to test or prove His character. We might say He was tried by this experience. He demonstrated Himself to be the sinless Son of God. On the other side of the coin it was the devil’s desire to cause Him to commit sin. From the devil’s vantage point it was temptation. God tested His Son; the devil tempted Jesus. “The Holy Spirit tested or proved Christ. The devil sought to lure Him to do evil” (Believer’s Bible Commentary, William MacDonald, Edited by Arthur Farstad, Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nashville, Copyright 1995).
We might use Abraham as another example. In the old King James Version we read, “And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham” (Gen 22:1). Someone reading this might come to believe that God enticed Abraham to sin. As stated before this is not good theology. All of the more modern English versions, I own, substitute the word “tempt” with “tested.” It was never or never will be God’s desire to entice one to sin. He desires us to know what is in our heart. He wants to prove or test or try our faith.
This idea of “trial” is the meaning translators of the Good News Bible gave Matthew 6:13, “Do not bring us into hard testing, but keep us safe from the evil one.” 
But there is a difficulty with this interpretation. James encourages us to, “Count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience” (Jas 1:2-3). Instead of seeking to run from or avoid trials James tells us there are reasons for trials, and these trials are necessary for our Christian growth. How then can we ask God to keep us from testing? Again to quote George MacDonald, “This petition expresses a healthy distrust of one's own ability to . . . stand up under trial. It acknowledges complete dependence on the Lord for preservation” (Believer’s bible Commentary, William MacDonald, Edited by Arthur Farstad, Thomas Nelson Publishers, Nashville, Copyright 1995).

2.
Temptation (Jas 1:13)
If, as the majority of English translations prefer, the meaning of the Greek word is temptation how are we to understand this verse? We have already stated that the Holy Spirit did not lead Jesus into the wilderness to tempt Him. God did not lead Abraham up the mountain to entice him to sin. To these examples add the words of James. “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am tempted by God;’ for God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does He Himself tempt anyone” (Jas 1:13). The Bible states clearly that God will never, ever lead us into temptation or tempt us! Should we then ask God not to do what He never will do anyway?
I like the way the New Living Translation has translated this verse, “And don't let us yield to temptation, but rescue us from the evil one.” Instead of praying for God to not lead us into temptation (something He would never do), we pray for God to give us the strength to resist temptation when trials come upon us.

It is my personal opinion that this petition has a twofold complimentary meaning. To put it in my words we pray, “O God, when in your good pleasure you allow me to be tried (for my benefit) may I find your grace sufficient to sustain me. Do not let the trial become an excuse for me to sin; but grant me the strength to be obedient to You.
II.
Practice (1Pe 5:10)
Now that we have examined the meaning of this petition, let’s look at the practical implications of trials and temptations. Every trial and struggle God allows in our life is for our good. He permits them to exercise our faith. Peter tells us, “But may the God of all grace, who called us to His eternal glory by Christ Jesus, after you have suffered a while, perfect, establish, strengthen, and settle you” (1Pe 5:10). However, Satan will use the trial as a source of temptation. If we fail to meet the trial in the Lord’s strength we, most assuredly, will fall into sin.

A.
Trials (1Co 10:13; 1Pe 1:6-7)
God is going to allow certain trials to come into your life. Your response to them will be the difference between growth and defeat. When trials come upon us there are promises that we can cling to that will give us hope.

Promise number one, God will never allow us to be tested above our ability. “No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of escape, that you may be able to bear it” (1Co 10:13). 

Note the temptation is the result of a trial. It is the same Greek word that is used in Matthew 6:13. Also note, the “way of escape” is not from the trial but the resultant temptation. It is God’s way to preserve us through, not deliver us from the trial. The deliverance is from sin.
Promise number two, trials build our faith. “In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you have been grieved by various trials, that the genuineness of your faith, being much more precious than gold that perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise, honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1Pe 1:6-7).

Promise number three, trials purify us. “And when He tests me, I will come out as pure as gold” (Job 23:10).

The petition of Matthew 6:13 is a safeguard against becoming a victim of the devil—“but deliver us from the evil one.”


B.
Temptation (Jas 4:7; Psa 119:11; Job 1:1, 6-12; 2:1-10)
When we pray, “do not lead us into temptation” we are submitting ourselves to God. That is the only way to be victorious over temptation. “Therefore submit to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you” (Jas 4:7). Submitting to God is to submit to His Word. “Your word I have hidden in my heart, that I might not sin against You” (Psa 119:11).

God’s Word is our protection against sin. Remember when Jesus was tempted in the wilderness? He met each and every attack with the Word of God. Let us submit to God and His Word.

Allow me to conclude with one final example. We all remember Job. We have all heard of the trials and patience of Job. Job’s experience is a great demonstration of the contrast between trial and temptation (Job 1:1, 6-12; 2:1-10).
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