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“Catechism Review:  Lord’s Prayer—Lead Us Not Into Temptation,
But Deliver Us From Evil”


Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost						   September 20, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson									 Genesis 3:1-6
Epistle Lesson										  I Peter 5:6-11
Gospel Lesson									          Matthew 4:1-11


Today in our review of the Catechism we come to the conclusion of the Lord’s Prayer:  “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  We turn once again to Luther, where he asks, “What does this mean?”  The answer is, “God tempts no one.  We pray in this petition that God would guard and keep us so that the devil, the world, and our own sinful nature may not deceive us, or mislead us into false belief, despair, or other great shame and vice.  Although we are attacked by these things, we pray that we may finally overcome them and win the victory.  We also pray in summary, that our Father in heaven would rescue us from every evil of body and soul, possessions and reputation, and finally, when our last hour comes, give us a blessed end, and graciously take us from this valley of sorrow to himself in heaven.”

Today’s sermon is in three parts.  The first part is the goal of temptation; the second part is the nature of temptation; and the third part is a simple program that I put together to resist temptation—if that’s something you think you might want to do.  But before I begin, I want to read a little quotation from The Screwtape Letters.  I was first introduced to The Screwtape Letters when I was a high school student.  I have to admit that for the person who introduced me to the book, it was a waste of his effort—at that time.  I was not mature enough to get the point.  I ran across the book again in college.  It was required reading for a religion class, but I have to admit that even then I was fairly immune to the point.  But some time in my twenties, I went back to the book, and I began to get the point, and I have been reading it ever since.  It is one of a handful of books that I open up almost every week.  It’s right on my left—read in it almost every week.  The Screwtape Letters is an ironic and humorous study of how Satan works to destroy a human being through temptation.  As I look back, I think that as a high school student and a college student I thought of myself as quite a bit more sophisticated in the ways of the world then I actually was.  Because I didn’t understand the goal of temptation, or the nature of temptation, I thought of myself as pretty much immune to the threats of temptation.  It wouldn’t be a problem for me, being as worldly-wise as I was.  In short, I was pretty much like young people of today, or young people of any age, for all that matter.  Is there a greater feeling in life to be young and know everything?  Not really.  These days I read The Screwtape Letters about once a week, because I do not feel as bullet-proof as I did back then.  I take temptation much, much more seriously then I use too.  In reading about temptation I have worn out a few copies of The Screwtape Letters.  I recommend it to you very highly as ongoing insight into the daily struggle in which we are all involved between ourselves and the destruction Satan has in mind for each of us.  

Here’s one section from a letter written by the senior devil Screwtape to his nephew Wormwood—giving advice on how to destroy a human being.  “My dear Wormwood, doubtless like all young tempters, you are anxious to be able to report spectacular wickedness.  But do remember, the only thing that matters is the extent to which you separate the man from God.  It does not matter how small the sins are, provided that their cumulative effect is to edge the man away from the light out into the nothing.  Murder is no better than cards, if cards can do the trick.  Indeed the safest road to hell is the gradual one, the gentle slope, soft under foot without, sudden turnings, without any milestones, without any signposts.”

Part one of the sermon:  The goal of temptation.  People get in trouble because they mistake and think that the goal of temptation is to make us very wicked people.  Then we take great comfort from the fact that we are not yet very wicked people.  We look around ourselves and we conclude, “Huh, I’m still a good person.”  There are two problems with this kind of thinking.  First, if you could take a survey in Hell, you would discover that the majority of people in Hell would say, “I am still a good person.  I’m certainly not wicked.”  The truth is that there aren’t very many truly wicked people in this world.  The majority of people in Hell are not truly wicked either--but there they are.  

Second, if Satan can get us to Hell, without making us wicked, then why should he do all the hard work of making us truly wicked people?  The goal of temptation is not to make you wicked.  The goal of temptation is too eventually, eventually separate you from God, and Satan does not have to make you a wicked person to do that.  And he does not have to bring about any dramatic action on your part to do that either.  He just has to get us on a road.  He just has to get us started on a road that will eventually separate us from God.  And if can just get us on that road, that’s all he cares about.  

How does he do that?  Well, he can do that by getting you a job on Sunday mornings.  It’s worked for centuries.  He can do that by getting you angry with someone at church, so that you drop out of a vital relationship in your life.  That’s been working for centuries as well.  He can do it by making you so fantastically successful, that your life simply no longer has room for the disciplines of the Christian life.  He can do that by helping to discourage you to such an extent that you become embittered with life, and separate yourself from God eventually.  He likes to do this with young people.  He can do it with a little half-baked philosophy that puts doubts into our minds--doubts which convince us that we are still good people, but there’s probably no God.  He can do it by showing you how beautiful you are, or how talented you are, or how popular you have become, so that you get so wrapped up in yourself that there is just no room for God any more.  He can get us to focus so hard on our hurt feelings that we refuse to forgive.  And we let that ruin our relationship with people close to us, and we let that separate us from God.  He can help us to become so outwardly righteous that we no longer believe we need forgiveness.  And there we sit Sunday after Sunday in the pew, so proud of ourselves for having become the righteous people God wants us to be, no longer in need of forgiveness, and therefore separated from God.  He can get us so obsessed with keeping our house clean or obsessed with our Garden Club, or fishing or whatever, so that we wander away from God convinced that, “I’m still a good person,” even though you are being separated from God.”

Satan can convince us that somehow God has let us down.  And he can work that grievance to the point that we finally turn our backs on God.  He can encourage us to be so in love with our material goods or our money that our selfishness controls our lives.  He can get us to start making comparisons with other people, so that every time we look at another person we feel injured that we have so much less, and our life becomes a continual grievance, and this eventually separates us from God.  He can make us so socially successful that our life is dedicated to whatever our friends are doing this weekend on every weekend.  This is one he’s come to be very fond of recently.  He goes around convincing men that internet pornography won’t affect them.  He can convince women that flirting at work is a luxury that they deserve, because after all, their husband is not very understanding, and he certainly isn’t very much fun.  Or Satan can simply help us discover that spiritually lazy people have more time in their lives.  More time for making money, or playing video games, or antiquing, or remodeling their houses, or fixing their cars, or, well, sitting around drinking coffee—that works too.  None of this involves wickedness.  And none of it involves a dramatic fall into a ruined life, but that is perfectly all right with Satan—perfectly all right.  Because his goal is not to make you wicked, his goal is to eventually separate you from God, and if he can get you started in a direction that will accomplish that--he is patient enough to let time do its work.  All the time allowing you to pat yourself on the back and continue to say, “I am still a good person.”  That is why so many human beings feel so secure, at the same time that Satan is feeling quite pleased with his work in their lives.

Second, the nature of temptation.  Satan is patient; and Satan is also subtle.  Temptation will never begin with these words, “Boo!  How would you like to ruin your life today?”  Temptation never begins like that.  If Satan wants you to ruin your teeth, he will not suggest that you hit yourself in your mouth with a wrench.  He will remind you that you have no cavities now--and nothing to worry about.  He will remind you that daily brushing is really quite a bother.  He will convince you that flossing is for fanatics; that dentistry is actually a racket; and that popping a tic tac once in a while is really all one needs in the way of good oral hygiene.

The temptation will never be presented as a choice between good and evil.  The tempter will always appear as your friend, who has your best interests in mind.  The temptation will never be labeled as temptation, and it will often look like an answer to prayer.  Temptation will come in moments of stress, and it will be presented as an excellent way to get out of the stress you are under.  Temptation will always tell you, “You are so stressed out.  Wouldn’t you like relief from that stress?  Here, here friend, here is how you can get relief from your stress.”  Temptation will provide a solution to your problems—a solution which will leave you un-condemned by the world.  Or even better yet, no one will ever know what it is you plan to do.  Temptation will convince you that following its lead will leave you feeling relieved and better off.  This sounds very good to us, because resisting temptation will sustain our stress, it will sustain the conflict in our lives—and that makes us uncomfortable.  Resisting temptation will ask us to deny immediate self-interest in the hope of greater gain in the future.  Resisting temptation will ask us to be brave, and to look foolish in the eyes of the world and in the eyes of our friends.  Resisting temptation will force us to come closer to God at a time when we see God as a real inconvenience if not a disappointment or a down-right advisory.  

Satan is very, very subtle, and very good at getting close by playing on your ego, on your sense of discomfort, your sense of being injured.  I try to keep this in my mind.  In my mind, temptation looks like a big bowl of M & M’s.  There’s a little sign on this bowl.  The sign says:  “Friend, you deserve these health giving, diet, peanut M & M’s.”  That’s what temptation looks like.  And resisting temptation, in my mind, resisting temptation looks an awful lot like a package of dental floss—labeled:  “This will serve you well in the long run.”  

Part three.  Here is an effective program for resisting temptation should you be interested in resisting temptation in your life, if this is something you might want to do.   The most important thing that we have to do in resisting temptation is to be aware that Satan is out to get us.  That’s number one.  That is number one.  We take for granted that God is trying to save us, but too many of us forget that Satan is trying to destroy us.  Now you might want to think that this is paranoid, you might want to think, “Oh, Pastor, you’re going way too far,” but I remind you that it isn’t paranoia if they actually are out to get you.  And scripture warns us, “Be sober, be vigilant, for your adversary the devil prowls around as a roaring lion seeking whom he may devour.”  And that’s you and that is me.  As a Christian, and especially as a pastor, it is always in the back of my mind that I live with a target on my back.  I begin every day of my life with this thought, “Today, is the day Satan wishes to begin my separation from God--the destruction of my ministry, my personal road to hell, the conversion of my life to the furthering of his purposes.”  The number one thing you can do to resist temptation is to always remember Satan desires your destruction.  He is very patient, and he is very subtle in working that out.  He is very good at accomplishing that when you still are saying to yourself, “After all, I am still a good person.”

The second part of a program to resist temptation is to have a steady focus on clear goals for your life.  Aware of your gifts and aware of your limitations be focused on what you are trying to accomplish in your life.  And I don’t care if you’re ten years old or ninety years old, have a clear concept of what it is you are trying to accomplish in your life.  Why do you think God has put you on this earth?  It is a whole lot easier to tempt people who have no clear goals for their lives.  It is a whole lot easier to appeal to their passions, their vanities, their egos, their latent greed, their plain old boredom, if they aren’t clear on what their lives are about in the first place.  As I look back on my life, I have to say, that I have often been saved from temptation because the temptation was not in line with what I saw as the goal of my life.  It is much harder to waylay a person who is on a mission, than it is to waylay a person who is just wandering around.  Be aware that Satan is out to get you, and have a clear understanding of what the goals of your life are.  Where it is you are going; what it is you’re trying to accomplish.

The third part of a program for resisting temptation is once your goals are clear to develop a constancy in pursuing them.  What I mean by developing a constancy would mean something like remembering that life is a struggle for everyone.  So struggle is part of your life as well.  That’s a good way to remain constant in your faith--just plain understanding that life is a struggle for everyone, and so it’s going to be a struggle for us.   The majority of the temptation in your life will be based on the idea that you don’t deserve the struggle you are encountering.  The majority of the temptation in your life will be based on the idea that you do not deserve the struggle that you are encountering in your life.  If you can accept struggle as a fact of life, it is a great deterrent to temptation.  Accepting struggle as a fact of life just might make you suspicious enough of the easier way when you are tempted to take it.  

Another way to remain constant is to day by day remember that excitement and satisfying one’s passions are not always good things.  Don’t make the mistake that many Americans make.  Do not confuse excitement for happiness.  Do not confuse excitement for happiness.  Do not confuse giving in to one’s passions with the road to happiness.  Accepting the mundane nature of much of life, might make you suspicious enough of your passions when you are tempted to satisfy them to your harm.  

Another great way to remain constant is day by day remember that walking with God is your best bet.  Walking with God is your best bet.  It is always good to remember that you are a creature of God, and that it is bad policy to give in to temptation that leads you away from that fact.  You should never give in to temptation that leads you into a path that makes you less than what God has made you.  Focus on what God says about your life just might be what you need to overcome destructive temptation when it comes.  

It is always good to remember that God has shown his love for you in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Focus on what God has done for you in Christ just might be what you need to overcome destructive temptation when it comes.  When we are trying to decide to whom we should listen, it is always good policy to listen to the one who loves you the most—and that is always going to be God.  

It is always good to remember that he who is in us is greater than he who is in the world.  Focus on the prompting of the Holy Spirit just might be what you need to overcome destructive temptation when it comes.  

And the final part of the program that I have here for resisting temptation is to simply develop some perspective, some wisdom about the processes of life.  A lot of people think, “If I give in to this temptation, it’s not going to kill me in a week so it can’t be that bad.”  “If I do this thing God is not going to squash me, so it can’t be that bad.”  Here’s an example of what I mean:  From time to time, someone will ask me if a planned action is a sin or not.  Don’t ever come to me and say, “Pastor, do you think this is a sin?”  Because immediately red flags go up.  But people say, “Would this be a sin to do this?”  My answer is that it is often difficult to answer the question posed in that way, because it is way too easy to fool ourselves, and it is way too easy to conclude that anything that doesn’t lead to instant destruction is not sinful.  

I prefer to consider things this way.  Rather than asking if this thing is a sin or not, imagine that we all live in an apartment building that is a hundred stories tall.  On the hundredth floor the people are as close to God as they can be this side of Jordan, and they live almost like the angels.  On the first floor people are as far from God as they can be in this life, and life there is like life among the devils of hell.  Life on the hundredth floor is a great delight; life on the first floor is constant misery.  Now you are living on a floor somewhere between the hundredth floor and the first floor.  The decision you want to make in your life will move you from one floor to another.  Will the action you are contemplating move you up a floor or will it move you down a floor?  Any time you are contemplating some action in your life ask yourself this question, “When I am done doing what I am contemplating doing, will I be closer to God or will I be further from God?”  And then remember, that it is not Satan’s goal to make you a wicked person.  It is simply his goal to eventually separate you from God.  

I go back to The Screwtape Letters.  “Doubtless like all young tempters, you are anxious to be able to report spectacular wickedness.  But do remember the only thing that matters is the extent to which you separate the man from God.  It does not matter how small the sins are provided that their cumulative effect is to edge the man away from the light out into the nothing.  Murder is no better than cards, if cards can do the trick.  Indeed the safest road to hell is the gradual one--the gentle slope, soft under foot, without sudden turnings, without milestones, without any signposts.”  Amen
