
 
 

 Sermon for Sunday, April 14 
“DELIVER US FROM EVIL" 

 
 "And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil."  This is the final petition of the Lord's Prayer.  It 
is a plea for deliverance, and a prayer for perseverance.  On Palm Sunday it may seem a bit out of place.  After all, this is 
a day of celebration when the faithful acknowledge with shouts of praise that Jesus is the king of kings.  Yet looming 
over the palm branches is the shadow of Golgotha, that place where human willfulness and pride, human insecurity and 
fearfulness, human power and human cruelty appeared to triumph over the word of God.  The power of evil is never far 
away.  Like a heavy cloak, it hangs upon us, shutting out the light and tempting us to serve its unholy ends. 
 What is evil?  Quite simply it is that which is opposed to the will of God.  Over the centuries we have come 
to personify evil in the devil, or in the Evil One, but I don't care for that notion.  It's too convenient.  It saves us from 
being responsible for evil and we use it to absolve ourselves of blame, saying: "the devil made me do it!"  The truth, is 
that evil is personified in us.  We are the enemies of God's will, the ones who time and time again turn away from grace 
to set out on our own course, to seek our own power and fame, to make our names hallowed.  Like the prodigal son, we 
take up our inheritance, leave our Father's house, to journey on our own.  No longer are we interested in the Father's 
will, but we are committed to our own will.  We are the ones who vie with God, and it is a perilous conflict. 
 Why is it so perilous to turn from God?  Because God is the creator and sustainer of life.  In the beginning, 
there was nothing, but God.  And out of this vast and unsearchable nothing, God created the heavens and the earth.  
There is only one God, one creator, and one sustainer.  To turn from God, to walk in a direction away from God, is not 
to turn toward the devil but is to turn toward...nothing, toward non-existence, toward utter meaninglessness, and toward 
eternal death.  Without God, there is nothing.  So to be against God, to choose to live apart from God's love and contrary 
to God's will, is to choose nothingness, the utter desolation of everything God has created, including ourselves.  It is to 
choose evil, that which is against God's will and in opposition to God's purpose.  Hamlet was right: "To be or not to be?  
That is the question."  That is the question which faith sets before us: 
  
 "Once to every man and nation 
  Comes the moment to decide, 
  In the strife of truth with falsehood, 
  For the good or evil side; 
  Some great cause, God's new Messiah, 
  Offering each the bloom or blight, 
  And the choice goes by forever 
  'Twixt that darkness and that light." 
 
 "O Lord, lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil."  "Lead us, O God!"  Deep down, we know 
that left to our own devices and relying upon our own instincts, we will, like foolish sheep, wander off from the fold of 
God.  Compared to eternity, our time on this earth is preciously brief.  We are allowed to live in and witness such a short 
span of history that it is impossible for us to fully appropriate the long-term plans of God.  Our only hope is to be guided 
in the right direction, to be led like innocent and unknowing sheep in the ways of righteousness.  So in praying that God 
will lead us, we not only admit that we are the sheep of God's pasture, but that we need God to be our shepherd; we need 
God to show us the way to eternal life. 
 Then why didn't Jesus teach us to pray, "lead us into paths of righteousness for your name's sake."  I mean, 
why not accentuate the positive direction rather than the negative?  I think it is because Jesus wanted to make sure that 
we were forever aware of the true and potentially devastating threat of evil, which is, the real possibility of 
non-existence.  By accentuating the negative possibility with which evil threatens us, our Lord's Prayer reminds us just 
how imperative it is that we choose God's way over any other.  Life is dangerous.  The abyss of nothingness awaits us at 
every foolish turn.  And the most foolish of turns, is when we strike out on our own, thinking that we know something, 
and that we have it all figured out.  No, our only hope, is to follow the Good Shepherd, who journeys with us, to show us 
the way through the trials, and through the temptations to an abundant life in communion with God. 
 “Temptation,” of course, is that which draws us away from God.  It is anything or anyone that causes us to 
act in service to ourselves, to prefer the benefits of the short-term over the consequences of the long-term, and to drift 
from our relationship to God. 
 When Jesus journeyed in the wilderness before embracing his ministry, he overcame three great temptations 
to which we often succumb.  The first temptation was to use his power in pursuit of his own ends.  Jesus was not fooled.  
He knew that his power came from God, and without God he would be helpless.  He chose to serve God by using his 
power to do what was pleasing in God's sight, not counting equality with God as something to be exploited, but 
emptying himself in service to others.  So it is obedience to God that overcomes the temptation to abuse power for one's 



 
 

own ends.  It is obedience to God that saves us from using our God-given power in pursuit of selfish gain, a gain that in 
the long-term will result only in our loss. 
 The second temptation was to demonstrate his great faith by trusting God to keep him from harm’s way.  
Again Jesus was not deceived.  He knew that he was being asked to use his faith to compel God to act on his behalf, to 
manipulate the will of God in order to glorify himself.  Which one of us has not used our faith to try to manipulate the 
will of God for our own sakes?  Such an attitude destroys faith and replaces it with a spirit of manipulation and 
extortion.  Jesus overcomes the temptation by trusting in God's will.  He needs no proof of God's love, no verification.  
He takes the risk of choosing God's way, because he believes in God and loves God.  And is not trust the very 
foundation of any loving relationship? 
 The third temptation was to worship a false god, and thereby receive all the good things of this earth: the 
success, the fame, the material wealth, the earthly power, all those things after which we strive so much, but which come 
to naught when life abruptly ends.  Of course the false god is ourselves, the devil himself in sheep's clothing.  Jesus 
chose to worship God and God alone, knowing that only God has the keys to life and freedom. 
 This same Jesus, who was tempted in every way as we are, yet without sinning, is the same Jesus who taught 
us to pray, "lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil."  He shows us that to overcome the power of evil, we 
need God.  We cannot act against evil and succeed, because that would mean acting against ourselves.  We can only act 
successfully against evil by invoking God's help in prayer, because only God has the power to overcome the threat of 
evil, only God has the power to turn nothing into something, and only God has the power to transform us into new 
beings fit for the kingdom of heaven. 
 We pray "deliver us from evil," not only in the knowledge that we need God to succeed, but also in the 
knowledge that God has succeeded in Jesus Christ.  Paul Tillich called Jesus the "New Being."  In Jesus, the power of 
evil was utterly overcome, even the very power of death itself.  In the beginning, God created good out of nothing. Jesus 
was crucified because of the evil that dwelt within the hearts of humankind.  By killing him, the world declared that he 
was nothing.  But God raised him from death, creating new life out of nothing.  Death, as the consummate symbol of the 
threat of not-being, was swallowed up in victory.  And ever since, the faithful have been able to live with a certain 
boldness and élan, singing smugly, "O death, where is thy victory?  O death, where is thy sting?"  It is gone.  Death is 
powerless against God's will to create and sustain life. 
 Thus we, the sheep of God's pasture, the prodigal children of the loving Father, turn again and again to Jesus, 
the pioneer and perfector of our faith, and the one who taught us to pray.  He is the Good Shepherd, in whom we hear 
the Father's voice, calling us home from our wanderings.  We follow him, because he loves us, and because we see in 
him and hear from him the word of God Almighty, the maker of heaven and earth.  He does not spare us suffering, but 
he is on our side.  He does not free us from the burdens of life, but he helps us carry them.  He does not simply eliminate 
death, but he defeats its threat.  And though we must depart, he never departs from us.  He does not spare us the valleys 
of shadow, but he goes through them with us, always a shepherd who leads us and guides us to remain in communion 
with each other.  This is our purpose in life: to love the Lord our God, and our neighbor as ourselves.  This is the force 
that overcomes all that threatens to undo us, that replaces nothing, with new life in God's Spirit.  This is the force that 
will never abandon us and will keep us from this time forth and forever. 
 
      Blessed art thou, the faithful, 
      For all is well with thee; 
      You bearest with thanksgiving 
      The crown of victory; 
      For God himself now places 
      In thy right hand the palms. 
      To Him, who bore thy sorrow, 
      Sing then thy joyful psalms.1 
                     --Paul Gerhardt 
 
PRAYER:  Our heavenly father, “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” 
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1 Helmut Thielicke, Our Heavenly Father, (New York: Harper & Row,1960), p. 130. 
 


