
Luke 11:1-13   1 He was praying in a certain place, and after he had finished, one of his disciples said to 
him, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John taught his disciples.” 2 So he said to them, “When you pray, say:  
Father, may your name be revered as holy.  May your kingdom come. 3 Give us each day our daily 
bread. 4 And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us. And do not bring us 
to the time of trial.”  5 And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend, and you go to him at 
midnight and say to him, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, 6 for a friend of mine has arrived, and I 
have nothing to set before him.’ 7 And he answers from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has 
already been locked, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything.’ 8 I tell 
you, even though he will not get up and give him anything out of friendship, at least because of his 
persistence he will get up and give him whatever he needs. 9 “So I say to you, Ask, and it will be given 
to you; search, and you will find; knock, and the door will be opened for you. 10 For everyone who asks 
receives, and everyone who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 11 Is 
there anyone among you who, if your child asked for a fish, would give a snake instead of a fish? 12 Or if 
the child asked for an egg, would give a scorpion? 13 If you, then, who are evil, know how to give good 
gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask 
him!” 
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 As we continue our sermon series on Questions You’ve Always Wanted to Ask, But Never Had 
the Nerve, I turn to a question I received on the Lord’s Prayer, which we pray every week without fail.  
The question references the line:  Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  The questioner 
wants clarity in how to understand that line.  Do we really need to ask God not to lead us into 
temptation?  Do we really think God WOULD lead us on such a perilous route.  Other translations 
include:  "Do not put us to the test" (Jerusalem Bible), "do not bring us to a time of trial" (NRSV), 
"Spare us from difficult circumstances that tempt us to sin" (ESV) and "keep us safe from ourselves and 
the devil" (the Message).  Why are translations so varied?  What is the prayer really asking? 
 In order to answer that question, we need to look at it in context.  I am going to answer the 
question, but I’m going to also ask you to indulge me a bit, so that we can walk through this together. 
 The passage begins with Jesus’ disciples asking him to teach them to pray.  Why?  Because 
they’ve just witnessed Jesus praying.  Some scholars suggest that maybe the disciples want Jesus to 
give them words – a prescribed prayer like they were used to in their Hebrew tradition; perhaps 
something like John the Baptist taught his disciples.  And interestingly, that is precisely what this prayer 
has become – a rote, memorized prayer that we say each week which we may or may not mean or 
think about or every really examine.  I’m not trying to be judgmental – I’m convicting myself as much 
as anyone.  I remember in college, the campus ministry started using a modern, updated, more 
theologically accurate version of the Lord’s Prayer.  It made you think.  I liked it so much that I started 
saying it to myself when everyone else was praying the Lord’s Prayer in the traditional way.  Which was 
deeply meaningful, until I suddenly found myself a pastoral intern having to lead prayer in worship for 
the first time, and I distinctly recall a moment of horror because I couldn’t remember how the 



“traditional” Lord’s Prayer went anymore.  Thankfully, once the congregation got started, I didn’t have 
to lead anything.   
 But back to the passage from scripture.  I think the disciples ask Jesus to teach them to pray 
because they see the power it has in Jesus’ life.  They saw what it did for Jesus, how it anchored him, 
how it buoyed him, how it empowered him.  I don’t think Jesus ever meant to give us a standard set of 
words to use.  I think he meant to give us a blueprint for how to understand prayer and have it be 
meaningful.  This is not to say that the Lord’s Prayer can’t be deeply meaningful, especially given that it 
has connected Christians of every culture and creed across 20 centuries, but let’s explore this from the 
premise of finding meaning in prayer generally, not just this prayer. 

The first key to meaningful prayer is found in the very first word Jesus uses as he instructs 
them.  When you pray say this:  Father.  The Greek here is ‘Abba’, which actually means something 
more like “pa” or “daddy”.  It’s a term of endearment.  But more importantly, it’s a term that defines a 
relationship.  Abba.  I am not suggesting here that Father is the only way God may be known 
relationally.  Not at all.  For some, the term ‘father’ brings out nothing but nightmarish memories and 
brokenness, and the church is finally beginning to acknowledge that reality.  My point here is not to 
become mired in a discussion of inclusive language.  Rather, it is to suggest that we learn from Jesus 
here.  Meaningful prayer is a relationship. 

“A little boy was sitting next to a grizzled holy man seated beside the Ganghes River. "Will you 
teach me to pray?" the boy asked. "Are you sure that you want to learn?" the holy man asked?  "Yes, of 
course," said the boy.  With that, the holy man grabbed the boy's neck and plunged his head into the 
water.  He held him there while the boy kicked and screamed and tried to get away.  Finally, after an 
interminable period the holy man let the boy out of the water.  "What was that?" the boy demanded.  
"That was your first lesson in prayer.  When you long for God the way that you longed to breathe, then 
you will be able to pray."  [original source unknown, 2 ¶s found on illustrations for 7/24/2022, 
www.Sermons.com.]   

Do you long for God like you long for air?  If our prayer life is unsatisfactory, it may be because 
we’ve taken our consumer culture into our spirituality.  Maybe we look at prayer like its God’s 
customer service department, where we place an order and wait for items to be shipped.  But Amazon 
can’t hold a candle to prayer.  Instead, prayer invites us to focus on the nature of God.  It’s personal—
something that touches our soul, something that leads us to holiness, something that helps us 
understand that we’re loved.  Meaningful prayer begins with an understanding that this is about 
relationship.  It is communication between two parties that mutually care about one another.  Now, 
nearly everyone knows that no relationship can survive without communication.  Marriages break 
down, friendship fade, and so forth if we never talk to each other.  For some of us, prayer may be 
difficult because we’ve never learned to experience God as a partner in a relationship.  It may be 
mother.  It may be lover.  It may be friend.  It may be guide or Holy Spirit.  I had a friend who was an 
artist.  For years, she struggled with prayer.  She hungered to know God, but always felt utterly lost, 
forsaken, unwanted.  One day, a nun suggested that the Divine Artist had created her, molded her, 
cherished her despite imperfections, and found her to be breathtakingly beautiful.  She began to 
converse with the Divine Artist, and her prayer life took off, flourishing into the sustenance of her life.  
The disciples asked to learn about prayer, and Jesus gave them a God who wants to get personal. 

Look with me at the next line, which, interestingly, is a trimmed-down version of what we say 
every week.  Luke records it like this:  May your name be revered as holy.  May your kingdom come.  
The disciples asked for a lesson on prayer and they got a lesson on the nature of God.  One who listens, 
who loves, who had our best interest at heart.  A meaningful prayer life begins with an understanding 
that God desires to know and be known within our souls.  Look at how Jesus says things.  Before he 



ever says a word about his own needs, he acknowledges God’s holiness and sets his sights on God’s 
kingdom—God’s plans for our world.  He places himself in the context of God’s work.  Then, and only 
then, does he ask anything.  Do you see that?  He’s halfway done with the prayer before he gets to 
himself?   

And what does he ask for?  Give us each day our daily bread.  This is a reference to his people’s 
own history – the Exodus from Egypt, when God sends Manna daily.  Why?  Because they’d been slaves 
in Egypt, living with a slave mentality that hoarded a good thing when they came across it because you 
never know when you’d get more again.  So God’s task with the ancient Israelites was to teach them to 
trust God for what they needed day by day – to not take more than they needed, to not hoard, to not 
live in a state of constant anxiety.  Jesus wants us to learn that trust, to let go the impulse to be greedy.  
And the prayer is for OUR daily bread – not MY daily bread – the idea being that providing for the basic 
needs of all people is part of our prayer, our faith, our work as part of building God’s Kingdom among 
us.  We’ve already said prayer is relational.  But not just with God.  It relates us to one another, too. 

The next line makes that clear.  Forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted 
to us.  Remember how the disciples ask Jesus to teach them to pray after they witness prayer’s power 
in his life?  Never underestimate the power of prayer.  When we ask to be forgiven, we acknowledge 
our place in relation to God.  We acknowledge God’s power to redeem, to renew, to resurrect and give 
life.  We acknowledge God’s redeeming love for us; God’s justifying grace (to borrow a phrase from last 
week).  Never forget that God’s power lies not in manipulation or control.  God’s power is love.  Love is 
the most powerful force in the world.  So when we pray to forgive others, we channel God’s love and 
grace through ourselves to others around us.  We are empowered.  We become extensions of God’s 
power to love.   

And that brings us to the line that’s in question today.  In our lesson this morning, it’s 
translated:  “do not bring us to the time of trial”, which is a solid translation.  There are two words in 
that phrase to which I’d like to draw attention.  The first is peirasmos, which means trial, temptation, 
test, calamity, or affliction.  It appears in Luke 4 to describe the Devil’s interaction with Jesus in the 
wilderness before Jesus starts his ministry.  We translate it temptation or test in that instance.  We also 
use it in Luke 22 to describe what Jesus faces in crucifixion – trial, calamity, affliction.  All this suggests 
that we may not really have a good English equivalent for peirasmos, but you’ve got a general idea.  
The more intriguing word to me is eispheró.  It means “to carry in, bring in, or announce”.  It is used 
twice in Luke 5 when four friends bring (eispheró) their paralyzed friend on a stretcher and lower him 
down through the roof so Jesus can heal him.  It’s used in Luke 12, when Jesus cautions his disciples 
not to worry about what to say when the rulers and authorities bring (eispheró) you before their 
councils.  And it’s used in Acts 17 when Paul is brought (eispheró) to the Areopagus in Athens to 
explain his new teaching to the Greek scholars of the city.  So the translation here:  don’t bring us to a 
time of trial is accurate. 

Which means we need to understand this theologically.  I do not believe God tests us or tempts 
us.  But the Hebrew tradition isn’t wholly united on the front.  The book of Job, for example, is 
predicated on the idea that God makes a bet with the Devil that Job will not lose faith when faced with 
calamities.  Which, if taken literally, is a horrible premise for a story of faith.  But you can’t take Job 
literally.  In contrast to Jeremiah, Isaiah, and all those other prophets who claim the Babylonian Exile 
was Israel’s punishment for great sin, Job suggests that the Babylonian Exile is Israel’s test before God 
can move ahead with the next phase of God’s plan.  But Jesus is tempted in the wilderness.  Abraham 
is tested to see whether he’ll sacrifice Isaac.  It’s there in the scriptural record.   

On the other hand, in the first chapter of James, he writes:  Blessed is anyone who endures 
temptation. Such a one has stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised 



to those who love him.  No one, when tempted, should say, “I am being tempted by God,” for God 
cannot be tempted by evil and he himself tempts no one.  But one is tempted by one’s own desire…. In 
other words, one is tempted because of one’s own humanness.  So the key to understanding this 
phrase is where Jesus begins.  It comes back to relationship.  We’re acknowledging the intimacy of our 
connection to God.  We ask for God’s power to love.  And we are asking, in short, to rise above our 
baser human instincts.  It’s not that God leads us to temptation or places us in trials and difficult 
circumstances.  It’s that life does.  And too often, our gut human instinct in those moments is to revert 
to our baser selves – to draw inward, to protect our own, to get defensive.  You remember the seven 
deadly sins, right?  Pride, greed, wrath, envy, lust, gluttony and sloth.  All of those are based in 
legitimate human needs and emotions.   There’s nothing wrong with healthy self-esteem, but the sin of 
pride is arrogance and inflated ego.  There’s nothing wrong with having things.  But the sin of greed is 
that it’s insatiable; there’s never enough.  It is human to get angry, but the sin of wrath is to wreck 
vengeance, to act on hate.  Given that we are social creatures, we can hardly help noticing what others 
have.  The sin of envy is a sense of entitlement.  It’s human nature to feel sexual desire.  The sin of lust 
is to objectify and dehumanize the one we desire.  It’s human to be hungry, but the sin of gluttony is 
overconsumption to the point of wastefulness.  And it is only natural that we should all need rest.  The 
sin of sloth is to do nothing; it’s apathy and indifference.  When the temptations and difficult situations 
we face in life come at us, we cross those lines – arrogance, entitlement, hate, resentfulness, 
dehumanization, wastefulness, and indifference.  All of us cross those lines sometimes.  And so we pray 
to be saved in those moments – to find our better selves – the parts of us committed to love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  We pray in those 
moments to make the right choices in life when faced with trials or temptations.  In other words, we 
ask for God’s way to take precedence in our lives.  For Jesus, it was all about relating his life to God’s 
life.  Relationship.   

Some proof for this is found in nine verses that follow.  These verses tell us, not what to say, but 
what to think about prayer—how to understand prayer.  So there’s a parable about a certain man who 
awakens a neighbor begging help in providing hospitality to an unexpected guest.  If we take this 
parable too realistically, it would not be unreasonable to assume that we are the man knocking and 
God is the neighbor inside who helps us only begrudgingly and to get rid of us.  But of course, that’s 
not Jesus’ point at all.  We’re not meant to read into it too deeply.  What we’re meant to take away is 
the word ‘persistence’. 

Jesus holds up persistence as crucial to prayer because it is.  Prayer is a discipline—like music, 
sports, science, or writing.  I would be lying if I told you that every day my prayers are momentous, life-
changing, awe-inspiring events.  Occasionally, they are.  But more often, they’re not.  Sometimes, every 
noise, every light, every movement is distracting.  Sometimes I get up from prayer wondering if 
anything happened at all.   

There’s a reason Jesus talks so much about persistence.  William McGill says that the value of 
persistent prayer is not that God will hear us but that we will finally hear Him.  It’s all too easy to read 
this passage and draw the conclusion that the reason one should be persistent is so that God will give 
us what we want.  But if you read it carefully, Jesus doesn’t actually say that.  He never says that this is 
a blank check to get us whatever our hearts desire.  Nor does he suggest that we’ll never undergo pain 
or suffering if we’re persistent in prayer.  What he wants is for us to learn the sound of God’s voice and 
experience the sense of God’s presence.  Our asking, seeking, knocking is an acknowledgement of our 
needs, our limits, our lostness.  But it’s also a realization that God meets us in prayer to fill needs, 
expand limits, and welcome us home.   



“In one of his books, Bruce Larson tells about a tragic plane crash in his area.  A small 
recreational plane flying in fog had crashed into the side of a mountain and all three passengers aboard 
were killed.  A commercial pilot told Bruce that such crashes were tragic and unnecessary.  He 
explained, "Professional pilots are taught to go up when they can’t see in a fog.  They keep going up 
until they CAN see."  [from “Teach Us To Pray” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]  Which is 
essentially what Jesus says.  Persist.  Keep going up in prayer until you can see.  Let prayer be what 
connects you to God, what gives you power to love, what helps you rise above your baser self until you 
can see your next step.   

The good news is that we don’t go it alone.  We’re going to close today with a Christmas Hymn.  
I always like to do that around the 24th or 25th of July.  When we sing those seasonal hymns out of 
season, it helps us think about them in new light.  This year, I chose “O Little Town of Bethlehem” the 
last verse of which reads like this:   

O Holy Child of Bethlehem, 
Descend to us, we pray; 

Cast out our sin, and enter in, 
Be born in us today…. [UMH #230] 

If persistent prayer is the work of going up until we can see, we find here that Jesus descends to 
us, meets us, is born within us, travels beside us.  So when we pray “do not bring us to a time of trial” 
we may rest in this:  that when life brings times of trial, Emmanuel, God-with-us, goes with us, carries 
us, brings us through and that is why, Holy God, Thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory 
forever.  Amen. 


