13th March 2011
Anything Except Temptation

Reading:

Matthew 4: 1-11

Jesus Is Tested in the Wilderness

 1 Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 

 4 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

 5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. 6 “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: 

   “‘He will command his angels concerning you, 
   and they will lift you up in their hands, 
   so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 

 7 Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

 8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. 9 “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

 10 Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’” 

 11 Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. 

In the early hours of the morning, at 2.25am to be precise, on Friday 27th November 2009 a 33 year-old man got into his car and pulled out of his drive. Then he crashed into a fire hydrant, followed by a tree. The police found him lying on the ground in front of the car with his wife giving him First Aid. To begin with it seemed like a minor incident. But the man on the ground was the most famous sportsman in the World. 
The precise details of what occurred are still not clear. They’ll probably never be made public. However the repercussions have cost a $300 million divorce, the total destruction of this man’s reputation and his invincibility on the golf course. That erratic early morning drive was caused by his wife’s discovering his adultery. The image of a cosy, intimate family life was destroyed. It soon became clear that he had slept with, not one, but a series of women, throughout his marriage. Tiger Woods had been tempted and had succumbed.

Oscar Wilde once said, “I can resist anything; except temptation”. And I can also relate to this quote, “You don’t need to worry about avoiding temptation after you pass 60. That’s when it starts avoiding you!”
In many ways we must feel sorry for Tiger. He was considered almost superhuman by many; adored by millions. 

In our Gospel reading we see someone who actually was superhuman. But at the same time he was tempted in a more vicious way than any of us can possibly imagine. What was riding on his reaction to this temptation, wasn’t simply his reputation but the future of the whole World. If he had failed this ordeal we wouldn’t be sitting here today.
So we ought to have a closer look at the monumental battle that Jesus was thrown into. It comes immediately after his Baptism. You’ll remember that he’d been baptised in the Jordan by his cousin, John. The heavens opened and the Holy Spirit came fluttering down on him like a dove. Then a voice from Heaven announced, “This is my Son whom I love. With him I am well pleased”.

Wow, that was quite a start to his ministry! Now everything would be surely power, success and popularity. But we know the story. We know that wasn’t the case at all.

The Holy Spirit, who had fluttered down so gently then tugged at his elbow and whispered, “Right, now we’re off to the desert”.  And what a desert. Someone who has crossed it described it like this: “It’s about 30 miles long by 15 miles wide. (Just imagine a rough square that takes in Colchester, Bury, Braintree and Witham). Its surface is made up of crumbling limestone and scattered shingle, of contorted strata where ridges run in all directions as if they were warped and twisted. The hills are like dust-heaps; the limestone is blistered and peeling; rocks bare and jagged. Often the very ground sounds hollow when a foot or a horse’s hoof falls upon it. Then there comes a drop of 1,200 feet; a drop of limestone, flint and marl, through crags and precipices down to the Dead Sea. It’s always silent, apart from at night, when the cries of the hungry hyenas echo across this desolate wilderness”.
How long would you last in such a wasteland? 10 seconds would be enough for me!

Why did the Spirit lead Jesus out to such a place? Well, for his ministry on Earth, even the Son of God needed to go through a time of testing. In fact the word in the original Greek is better translated as “test” rather than “temptation”. 
At the moment many thousands of people across the country are training for the London Marathon next month. That day in April will be their test. Only then will they discover how good their preparation has been. Jesus knew he was about to face the test of his life. His training period was 40 days – not jogging and eating healthy food but prayer and meditation, with no food at all. There were fresh streams to drink from, but no food. Most of us feel desperate after not eating for 4 hours, let alone 40 days! But any of us who has taken part in a fast of any kind will know how spiritual awareness is heightened by hunger. 

And when the devil came to him Jesus was prepared. He was in peek spiritual fitness. However, as any vicious opponent would, the devil attacked him at his very weakest points.
First, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread”. Jesus hadn’t eaten for 40 days! Talk about going for the jugular! Interestingly enough, in that desert there are stones which look like small loaves. People who get lost in that area can see them as mirages, mistaking them for bread; so much so that they are known as “bread stones”. 

And Jesus could have turned them into bread. But he knew that doing so would have played into the devil’s hands. At that moment he must have felt that food was the most important thing in the World. But in his mind he dug deep. He replied with a quote from Deuteronomy. It has huge implications: “Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the mouth of God”.
Food is essential to all of us. Jesus himself felt it was important enough for him to feed 5,000 hungry people at one go. But he says here that there is something more essential to us, even than food – and that is God’s Word. Preaching always came first with Jesus, above healing, miracles or food.
So the devil first of all attacked Jesus on the physical front – with the temptation of bread to satisfy his acute hunger. His second low blow was to do with popularity. How much we all like, or dream of, being the life and soul of the party; the one everyone wants to talk to, and talk about. As a human being Jesus wasn’t immune to that. So the devil took him to the top of the Temple and said, “Now do something sensational; something that will make you the talk of the town; something that will make you great in people’s eyes; so that they will all want to know you and hang on your every word. Throw yourself down from here because it is written that angels will swoop down and save you from being killed”. In saying this, the devil was misusing Scripture. Jesus wasn’t having that and again he quotes Deuteronomy, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test”. In other words don’t ask God for a miracle just to suit your own ends.

The devil’s third shot at Jesus was the temptation of power. He is known in the New Testament as the “Prince of this World”. And he offers Jesus a deal. He took him to a very high mountain, “Just bow down to me and you can have everything you can see – all this that I control”. Jesus wasn’t falling for that either. “Get lost, Satan. It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God; and serve only him’”. The devil knew he’d lost the battle. He slunk away. Jesus had passed the test with flying colours. 
The devil had tempted Jesus regarding his body, his popularity and his power. We, in the Western World, are obsessed with our bodies. We spend billions of pounds on slimming aids, health clubs, make-up and plastic surgery – and that is just the men (!). Jesus was able to subdue his bodily desires and get his priorities right. He can help us do the same. 
He also resisted the popularity trap. Today young people are queuing up to appear on television, just to be famous. They think that fame will bring popularity and kudos; and for a while it does; but not for long. Tom Jones, the pop singer, once said, “When I go home to Wales and enter my local pub, if I don’t buy a drink everyone thinks I am a mean so-and-so. If I buy everyone a drink I’m called a flash show-off. I can’t win” - one of the hazards of being “popular”.     
Lastly, the devil asked Jesus to “sell out” to him. Then he would give him massive power. The lure of power is very strong. It can be seen every day in the City of London. I remember an older colleague of mine who left school at 15. He had very few qualifications. He joined a large firm. Suddenly he realised he had a talent for business. He got promotion. He loved this new power. By the time he was 30 he was on the Main Board. He was determined to be Chairman. That would give him, in his view, ultimate power. But gradually the people he’d climbed over when going up the ladder started to undermine him. His star waned. He left the firm. And now, over 70 years old and lonely, he sits by the sea every day reading books and papers. Every couple of months he rings me up to see what’s happening in London.  Unfortunately all I can usually report are the deaths of his peer group. His lust for power has given him a sad end to his life.

Under the severest circumstances Jesus resisted these temptations that beset us all. We may think it’s all very well for Jesus but how do we resist those beguiling whispers in our ears?

We’ve talked about the devil a lot this morning. But wasn’t he just an invention of the Bible writers? - just an imaginary imp with horns and a forked tail? Unfortunately not, as every Christian will testify. He hates anyone who follows Jesus, with a passion. He will do anything to destroy our faith. He’s the one who puts doubts in our minds. When we become Christians we enter a battle – a battle with him. How do we fight?

Firstly, the most obvious weapon that Jesus used was the Word of God. No wonder he regarded it as the most important ingredient in his ministry. The better we know it, the better we too can resist. From his misquoting the Old Testament the devil tried to con Jesus. But he knew the Scriptures too well. 
The devil will try the same with us. That’s why it’s so important to study the Bible in our Home Groups – to learn how to follow him and defend ourselves when temptation comes. As Paul so beautifully advised the Colossian Christians, ”Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly”. 
Secondly, we should avoid temptation where we can. In the Lord’s Prayer we’re taught to ask “not to be led into temptation”. And sometimes we simply have to run away from it. You’ll remember Joseph in the Old Testament. He was a good-looking man and Pharaoh’s wife fancied him. She kept on nagging him to go to bed with her.  Eventually one day she was alone with him. She grabbed him. He knew what she wanted. He struggled and escaped. She managed to hold on to his garment. So he ran out naked. She told Pharaoh that he’d tried to rape her. He was thrown into prison. But everything turned out OK in the end. Compare that with a girl who Jo and I trained with for our ministry here. She worked very closely with her male vicar. But, rather than avoiding the possibility of the relationship getting too close, one thing led to another. The story hit the national press. They both had to resign. The stability of two families was put in jeopardy.

Lastly, sometimes we have no alternative than to stand firm and try and resist. James tells his fellow Christians, “Resist the devil and he will flee from you”.  Just the other day I heard of a very devoted man of prayer who was asked, “What do you do when you are tempted?” He replied, “I simply whisper ‘Jesus, Jesus’ and he comes’”. And where Jesus is, the devil doesn’t dare to be. That defeat he suffered at Jesus’ hands was for all eternity.

However we are in a fight. The devil is still a formidable enemy for all of us. He loves to tempt anyone and everyone – Tiger Woods was certainly no exception. Originally, as we heard in our first reading, he brought down Adam and Eve. How easily they fell for his trick. Thank God for Jesus. He is sometimes known in the Bible as the “second Adam” because he came to rescue mankind from the failing of the first Adam. He is the only one who can defend us. His is the power we can call upon. His is the victory we celebrate. He, our Saviour, won the battle with the devil and now sits triumphantly in Heaven.      
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