and do not lead us into temptation but deliver us from (the) evil (one)
When Herod the Great died in 4 BCE, sporadic revolts broke out right throughout Galilee and Judea. They were uncoordinated, often unplanned and mostly acts of desperation by a repressed population. As a matter of course they were put down by the ruthlessly efficient Roman military machine. One of the cities sacked and burned in Galilee was Sepphoris. The men were slaughtered, the women raped and the children taken into slavery. This city, later rebuilt by Herod’s son, Antipas, was about four or five miles from the village of Nazareth. The whole district was ravaged; it is unlikely that Nazareth escaped.  The Roman revenge of fire and sword ensured that there were no more uprisings until 68 CE.
Violence as a weapon of power was well understood by the Jews. They had been a conquered people for much of their history. The only responses to violence were either submission or violence in return. The God of Creative Order, the God of the Suffering Servant was hidden behind the God of righteous anger and fire. (Mat. 4:11-12)
Jesus rejected this image of God in the same way that he rejected violence as a way of reacting to injustice. This message runs strongly through those teachings we call The Beatitudes. (Mat. 5:1-12) Quietly persistent, merciful, non-violent peacemakers are those who will build the Kingdom of God.
So, when we have prayed for bread and forgiveness, why do we pray that God does not lead us into temptation? Why would God tempt us?

Again, some of the answer lies in language. The Greek peirasmos can be translated as either ‘temptation’ or ‘trial’. The difference is significant in English because of the history of our words. (
 But this word in Greek describes Jesus’ encounters in the desert and also his encounters with the Jewish scholars. (Mat. 16:1, 22:35). It is a poking, prodding sort of word.
The temptations in the desert may give us some idea of what Jesus is referring to in the Lord’s Prayer. These are found in both Matthew and Luke, in different order, but essentially the same temptations. Matthew (Matthew 4: 3-11) is quite blunt about the purpose – Jesus was led .. by the Spirit…to be tempted by the Devil (later referred to as Satan.
 ) Satan, the Accuser, was the traditional figure whose role was to test out God’s servants, most memorably in the book of Job. God was testing motivation.
The first temptation is essentially personal and physical: you are hungry; if you are God’s son, create yourself some bread. Jesus refuses to use miraculous power for personal gain, placing the word of God as more important. ( 

The second temptation actually uses the word of God as a promise for protection (Ps 91:11-12) and “involves a public display of miraculous power. It tempts God to protect Jesus while Jesus ‘proves’ his divine identity. And, of course, ‘test’ is peirasmos in Greek.” (Crossan p. 171) (

The third temptation is the climactic one – that of ultimate power. Note that Satan claims owner’s rights over the world’s power and dominion – a claim that we would expect Jesus would reject. (Crossan p.172). But Jesus does not reject Satan’s claim, merely his offer. Jesus seems to accept that the world’s ‘glory’ – its ‘kingdoms’ and ‘power’ – are under the rule of the Adversary. (
 The choice, then, seems to be clear cut.
This is all so very obvious. Of course, Jesus—and any of us— should worship and serve God rather than Satan. No matter what they actually do, most people would probably not admit to worshiping Satan. But that is name-calling rather than content naming. What, then, is the difference in precise content between worshiping God and worshiping Satan? To obtain and possess the kingdoms of the world, with their power and glory, by violent injustice is to worship Satan. To obtain and possess the kingdom, the power, and the glory by nonviolent justice is to worship God. They are, in other words, two ways of establishing our world and controlling our earth.  (Crossan, p. 173)
Why should God lead us into such testing? Kenneth Bailey offers three intertwined explanations, Crossan another very different one.

Bailey suggests as an image the idea of a trusted guide who leads us into unknown and possibly dangerous territory. Our inclination, however much we trust the guide, is to cry, “Don’t get us lost”. We must place our entire confidence in the guide to care for us. (Bailey, p. 129)
Another understanding is that from language. The Aramaic word behind ‘lead us’ has two shades of meaning – ‘do not cause us to go into temptation’ and ‘do not permit us to go into temptation… We are instructed to pray, as it were, “Oh, Lord, hold us back and do not let us take that path.” (ibid)

His third understanding comes from reflecting on the book of Job. Satan tested Job with God’s permission. (Bailey, p. 130) We will never be free from the testing of Satan, but ‘the disciples are instructed not only to pray in general but to pray for deliverance from the time of trial that temptation brings.’ (ibid)

He sums up:

Whatever one’s views of the personal or impersonal nature of Satan, it can be said that the way evil functions in society is most appropriately described using personal language. There is a demonic energy that breaks out in people, societies and nations that acts with the force of a guiding evil mind. (ibid)
Crossan approaches the question from another angle. ‘In the Biblical tradition’, he writes, ‘it is normal and acceptable for God to test/tempt us… Why? Because our covenantal character and commitment can change like the moon, but God’s is as steady as the sun. Our integrity fluctuates and so God must test/tempt it more or less regularly…’ (Crossan p.171)

Testing and honing our skills is normal in daily life. A mother points her toddler towards its father and encourages it to walk. The toddler may well fall, but will never learn to walk without practice. When walking is mastered, there is always balancing on walls, riding a scooter, a bike, a car. Each time the challenge leads to greater potential danger and achievement. Each achievement comes through a period of testing.
Crossan, however sees testing as more specific. In regard to Jesus’ third temptation in the desert, he suggests:

The major temptation of God’s Adversary is to lure us into the escalatory violence required to obtain the power and glory of all the kingdoms of the earth. But what if we did that “for God”? That is truly the last temptation. That is why Jesus did not say to God, “Do not let the devil lead us into temptation,” but “Do not you yourself lead us into temptation.” The last temptation concerns violence done for the name, kingdom, and will of God on this earth. (Crossan, p.174) (

Whether we understand evil as person or personification, and whether we see temptation or testing as our primary understanding, the Lord’s Prayer encourages us to pray to be delivered or saved from it. On our own, we are lost. Our utter dependence on God’s loving justice is our only salvation. (

(� Try and define the difference in meaning of these two words. Read the phrase from the Lord’s Prayer using first ‘temptation’ then ‘trial’. What difference does the word make to the meaning of this petition?


� Matthew 4:1, 10


(� What connections might you draw between this temptation, God’ provision in Exodus 16:1-8 and our previous study about the control of bread in Gailiee? When might we be tempted to turn “stones into bread”?





(�  The Israelites tempted/tested God in the desert – Exodus 16-17. If we accept that God may test us, is it acceptable for us to test God? Why?





(� Crossan point out that the Tempter never refers to ‘creation’ or ‘the earth’, only to the “violent world of civilisation….rather than the non-violent world of creation’. (Crossan, p. 173. Is the world of creation essentially non-violent?


(� Where do we see this happening in our communities?





(� Crossan ends his book with an altered version of a famous quote: ’Justice is love, love is justice. That is all we know on earth and all we need to know.’ How true is this for you?





