“Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from Evil”                          3/9/08
 Part 6 in our Lord’s Prayer series




Pastor Mark Nieting

Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.

I don’t know how you feel about the change of seasons, but this weekend, with the time change and being 2 weeks before Easter, I feel spring coming on! Bring on the flowers, the warmer weather….. fishing and barbecuing, and bring on the BUGS, right? In the mountains we didn’t worry about bugs, but here? So just to be sure I’m ready, I’m going to hook up THIS. (show my “bug-zapper!”) I plug this thing in at night and every nasty insect between Volvo to Greenbriar is going to fly right in and DIE!!!! 

I’d love to be a ‘fly on the wall’ and listen to the conversations between the bugs. “Hey Zippy….see that cool light over there? Let’s take a closer look!”  “Ok Itchy,….but  you know, I saw Scratchy fly over there last night and haven’t seen him since!” “Hmm…do you think it’s a trick?” “Naw……we’re SMART bugs! We can handle it!”   Fly, fly, fly, fly   ZAPPPPPP!
Only a bug would be so stupid, right? 

We’re told in Genesis 3 that God had set apart one tree in the Garden of Eden, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Adam and Eve could have lived perfectly well without tasting the fruit of that one tree, but Satan held it up, twisted it a bit to make it seem tastier and said, “Don’t you want to be like God??” ZAPP!

From then on, the light was lit! Famous athletes? ZAP! Rock stars? ZAP! Past Presidents? ZAP! Congressmen? ZAP! You? ZAP!! Me? ZAP!! Temptation destroys careers, ensnares people in all sorts of sins, breaks up marriages, ruins relationships, divides families and eventually can separate us from God. So, we have to wonder, when the cost is so high and when we are supposed to be so smart, that time after time we fly right to the light of sin and get zapped!!  
Scripture is clear that the enemy we face is bigger, stronger, and smarter than we are. St. Paul lays it out for us clearly, “You and I are engaged in battle NOT just against flesh and blood, but against spiritual forces. Therefore, put on the full armor of God so you can fight against the devil’s schemes.”
Jesus knew full well what it meant to be tempted. HE had been tempted plenty during His earthly lifetime, including some very significant times at the beginning of His ministry. Knowing that we too are tempted regularly, as He was teaching His disciples how to pray, He included this petition about temptation.
Here’s the basics:  #1. EXPECT TO BE TEMPTED.  Nobody is temptation proof, nobody! Nowhere in Scripture are we given a ‘pass’ on temptation.  The devil can use ANYthing in our lives as an opportunity for temptation, and the less we expect it, the harder it will come.  So,,,,,, we might as well be ready for it, and have plans in place to deal with it. Forewarned is forearmed! 
#2. YOU and I are the devil’s PRIME targets.   Why is that? Because we are Christ’s people. We are people who have faith in God and His promises. The devil’s main goal is to divide us from God. It’s something each of us should take personally and remember regularly. Using an analogy from Star Wars, it’s as if the devil greets us every morning with the words of Darth Vader, “Luke, come over to the DARK SIDE!”  Why us Christians? Because everyone else is already ON the ‘dark side!’ For the evil one, the church is a ‘target-rich environment!’ 
#3: The Devil will usually use the most common things to tempt us.  Rarely is the devil going to hold up a sign that says “THIS WAY TO HELL” and expect us to blindly choose that path. Rather, it’s the small “fruits” that are placed in our path, with each one the devil hoping to draw us farther from our lives with Christ. 

#4: Know your weaknesses. Maybe you don’t like the sound of it, but this is war. It’s important to know our enemy, but also to know your own weaknesses. 
So now I’m going to get personal, or you might say, I’m going to ‘go to meddlin.’ 
Question: What tempts you the most? Where are you the most vulnerable? Let me run off a few examples. The internet is a great tool….. where else can we have such a vast amount of information at the tap of a few keys, but we’re never more than a few taps away from all sorts of temptations that can lead us to no good. Shopping is a necessity and we can’t live without “the simple bare necessities,” but when shopping becomes a recreational outlet to make us feel good, we can run up incredible credit card bills and destroy our stewardship. Golf and fishing are fun, and if they’re fun on Saturday, why not Sunday mornings too!

We can all talk….but when talking leads to gossip? And we all need someone to talk WITH….but when it leads to warm fuzzy feelings about that WONDERFUL person in the office who listens to you so much better than old Farquar at home? 
On and on it goes…..and where it goes is nowhere good. Right now, I’m going to let it get quiet in here for a bit as I ask you to think of the areas in which you are most vulnerable. Take a moment and let God help you.

It’s not fun to do this, is it? Who wants to sit in God’s House and realize all the ways the devil is trying to destroy us. It’s about NOW when this question begins to creep into our minds: GOD, WHY? Why do you allow this to happen to me? 

It all points to one of God’s most perplexing and wonderful gifts: that of FREE WILL. God did not create us as robots pre-programmed to do this or not this. In every part of our lives we have the freedom to choose….so when we LOVE someone, it’s real. When we’re happy, it’s REAL. When we hurt, it’s also real. And when we have a relationship with Christ, it means something. We, as REAL human beings, aren’t just “collectables on God’s museum wall,” we are REAL objects of His love……and He was willing to DIE for us! 
It is true that God ALLOWS temptation, but…and this is one of the places where “but” leads to something GOOD: #5. GOD DOES NOT ALLOW US TO BE TEMPTED BEYOND WHAT WE CAN ENDURE. In the words of St. Paul, “He will always provide a way out of temptation for us, so we can bear it.” (1 Cor10:13) So the question for us isn’t WHY we will be tempted, or even HOW we will be tempted, but what we will do WHEN we are tempted. Since the devil can’t FORCE us to sin….and God doesn’t tempt us TO sin, but even promises us a way OUT….. how much temptation can I handle? What’s my LIMIT?
God knows that better than we do. I’ll illustrate it like this. During seminary days I used to do a lot of weight lifting. I had a trainer who would stand over me as I was puffing up the iron. He’d say “YOU CAN DO FOUR MORE!” “Yeah right,” I would gasp, “easy for you to say!” I’d be ready to drop the bar, but you know something? He was right. With his encouragement, sometimes even with his verbal abuse(!), I could get the set done right.    But when I’d be tempted to add TOO much weight, he’d also be quick to say, “You’re right at your limit, and if you add any more, you’ll drop the bar on your neck!” And he’d be right on that too. 
That’s how God is….He is always in our corner, encouraging us. Over and over again He strengthens us with the very Body and Blood of Christ, offered not only for forgiveness when we fail, but also for strength in time of temptation. That’s something we can remember when temptation comes our way….that Christ is literally IN us….His blood coursing through OUR veins, offering us HIS strength and building our resistance…….. and, of course, something we should NEVER forget, forgiving us when we fail. That’s important to remember because there’s not a single one of us who can or will resist temptation each and every time. Only Jesus did it, perfectly, obeying His Heavenly Father in every single way. 
Come to think of it, Parenting is very helpful to us as an illustration of the
importance of obedience to God in the face of temptation. As parents, we know what is important for our children. We love our children, and we want the very best for them. We try to see to it that they not do things that would be harmful to them. We beg them to eat their vegetables. We tell them to do their homework.
We send them to bed at night so that they won't be too tired the next day or get sick. We see to it that they don't eat too much candy. Our own perspective on these things is so very different from that of our children. They often think that we are being too strict when we try to get them to do what is best for them. They don't have our perspective with respect to what is in their own best interest. Ultimately we hope our children will make the correct decisions on these things all by themselves. Sometimes they do. Sometimes not! We can encourage, we can advice. We can help them prepare…..and sometimes we have to let them fail….and forgive them when they do. 
That’s how God is with us….. and in Scripture, He offers us a PLAN to deal with temptation.  First, RESIST temptation the best that you can. James 4: 7 says, “Resist the devil and he will flee.”  When temptation comes, go right to God. Spend time with Him in Scripture and Prayer. When you are close to Him, there’s less room for Satan! Luther writes how he used to YELL at Satan and even once, when he was frustrated over a temptation, threw his bottle of ink towards where he thought the devil was! Now I’m not sure I’ll recommend throwing things at the devil, but it’s certainly an active part of “resisting,” isn’t it?
Second, develop a sense of true JOY in your life. Nehemiah, who had all sorts of reasons to be discouraged with his life, said it this way, “The JOY of the Lord is my strength!” (Neh.8:10)  When we arrange our lives around the joy of God’s goodness, God’s mercy and God’s forgiveness, we choke out the dissatisfaction that makes us vulnerable to temptation. 

Third, we all need to develop relationships that provide spiritual accountability for ourselves. Temptation always seems to involve a certain measure of secrecy, doesn’t it, so that we’re flying around that bug-trap all by ourselves. ZAP! We all need people in our lives that we can turn to and say, “Here’s where I get zapped a lot…. So when I’m flying close to the light on it, can I call you? And will you help me be strong?”  Sitting alone pretending we have no problems is just a set-up for one, big ZAPPP! 
Finally, the best way to resist temptation is to immerse our hearts and minds in God’s Word and Prayer, to spend our days AND our nights in the LIGHT of God and His blessings. 

Some of us here today are wrestling with some huge temptations. If we think we can handle it all by ourselves, we’re poised for a fall. Then it is time to remember that because Jesus did NOT give in, He and He alone has the ability both to forgive us our trespasses (as we talked about last week) and to deliver us from evil….which He will do, if we turn only to HIM for ours strength.

And to that, the people of God say, AMEN.
