John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, March 13, 2011 – Lent I
“Tempted, Yet Without Sin”

Matthew 4:1-11
Throughout the history of humankind, folks have struggled relentlessly against the reality of temptation.  There has never been a time when temptation was not a problem – not an issue to be dealt with.
The great St. Augustine, one of the fathers of our Christian faith, reportedly had a thing for “wild women,” before his conversion.  After he came to Christ, he happened to encounter one of these acquaintances from his past.  As he turned and quickly headed the other way – away from this woman – she called after him, “Augustine, it is I!  I’m still the same woman you knew before!”  To which Augustine replied, “Yes!  But I’m not the same man! … I’m not the same man!”

No matter where we go – temptation will find us.  The only ultimate refuge from temptation is the grave!  Everybody has to deal with it!  None of us is exempt!

I know that’s not very encouraging – but the “good news” is that even though there’s not a way “out” of temptation – there is a way “through” it!  And the greatest example of this is our Lord himself.  So let’s take a look at what Jesus was faced with, as Matthew reports it to us, and see how he dealt with it.

The evangelist Matthew tells us that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness – the same Spirit which descended upon him in bodily form like a dove, at the time of his baptism.  This desolate area where he was led was very likely the wilderness of Judea.  And we’re told that during his time here, he was tempted by the devil.

Jesus fasted for forty days and forty nights.  For those of us who’ve fasted for even a day or two, we know how hungry we are at the end of our fast.  So I can only imagine Jesus’ sense of hunger, at the end of this forty day period!  Matthew says that he was “famished!”

So the Enemy used what was normally his most effective plan – focusing on the greatest area of weakness and vulnerability – which, of course, was our Lord’s hunger.  “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.”  I’m sure the idea of a loaf of bread was very appealing and very tempting to Jesus, at this point!  But he knew this wasn’t God’s plan for him - to give in to this temptation – not because it was wrong to end his fast – but because of who it was who came to him with this temptation!
“One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God!”

Satan’s first appeal was to the lust of the flesh, which is not necessarily “sexual” in nature – but anything involving our physical appetites.  You see, we have a “hunger,” deep down inside, that no physical food can ever satisfy!  We have a spiritual hunger and thirst that can only be satisfied by way of the life-giving and eternal Word of God!  We have a sense of longing and desire that only God Himself can satisfy, and bring us comfort, and peace, and the assurance of His everlasting, unconditional love for us!  

Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, the holy city, and placed him on the pinnacle of the Temple, and taunted him to throw himself down – because God’s angels would keep him from any harm.  This time, Satan himself quoted Scripture – “He will command his angels concerning you … On their hands they will bear you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone.”
If the Enemy has his way with us, he’ll do his best to get us to do some foolish things – won’t he?  That’s why it’s important – it’s critical – it’s essential for us to be able to discern where the voice we hear is coming from!  Because the Spirit of the Living God will never ask you and me to step out in foolishness – he’ll ask us to step out in faith – and there’s a big difference!!

Once again, Jesus answers with God’s Word – unlike the Enemy – used in the proper and Spirit-led manner.  “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”

Then, in a last ditch effort, Satan takes Jesus to a high mountain – Matthew says a very high mountain – shows him all the kingdoms of the world, and indicates they can all be his, if Jesus will but fall down before Satan, and worship him.

How many stories do we recall of those who have “sold out,” so to speak – in order to gain power, success, and wealth!  Now, don’t get me wrong here!  In no way am I saying that everyone who is successful in this life has become so because they’ve “sold out” to the Enemy!  But the temptation is there, and the temptation is real!  And Satan likes nothing better than to “wave as many carrots” as he possibly can in front of us to lure us away from living for God, and seeking first His kingdom and His righteousness!

And, once again, our Lord’s response, after his command that Satan leave him - is from Scripture – “Worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.”

And after this, Matthew indicates that the devil left Jesus, and angels came and waited on him – I’m sure finally bringing him the refreshment and rest God knew he so needed!!   And even though Matthew doesn’t mention it – this would not be the last time Satan would seek to tempt Jesus!  Just as he never gives up on tempting us – even though we might emerge victorious – from a single battle!
You and I - as those who have accepted Jesus as Savior, and chosen to follow him as Lord – you and I have the same adversary as he did.  And we need not be paralyzed with fear when he pursues us.  Because “greater is he who is in us (the Holy Spirit) than he who is in the world (Satan – the Enemy).”  But, at the same time, we should never treat these entreaties of the Enemy lightly!  Because we’re dealing with a real conflict, and a real enemy!!   

Christian author, C.S. Lewis, warns us of two extremes, when it comes to Satan.
The first is to be paralyzed with fear of him – to the point that we’re unable to function and bear fruit for God’s Kingdom.  And the other is to deny that he even exists.  Either way, the Enemy wins!! … the Enemy wins!!
Next, you and I face similar temptations to those our Lord faced during his time in the wilderness – the lust of the flesh, putting God to the test, and an unhealthy drive for wealth, possessions and power.

Maybe we’ve  not been tempted to “turn stones into bread,” as Jesus was – but we’re still vulnerable when it comes to sensuality and physical appetites.  Think about how many relationships and marriages have come apart at the seams over immorality and infidelity!  And consider the times we’ve even heard the news about church leaders who’ve gone down this “slippery slope!”  And think about the damage that’s been done, not only in their lives – but the “fallout” of their sin that has taken its toll in the lives of so many others!
It’s one thing to ask God to deliver us when we’re in a dangerous or perilous situation.  It’s quite another thing, though, to knowingly place ourselves in difficult or dangerous circumstances – especially something risky and foolish – and then expect God to make everything alright!

A day doesn’t go by that I don’t get e-mails from somebody telling me their late husband or father has left them a fortune, and that I have been chosen to receive a multi-million dollar gift, to be used in ministry.  All I have to do is give them my banking information, so they can make a deposit in my account!

Radio personality, Clark Howard, warns against advertisements advising folks how they can work from home and make megabucks!  All they have to do is invest $5,000 or $10,000 up front!  “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test!”

And finally, what price would I be willing to pay for wealth and power?  Would I be willing to sacrifice my relationship with my spouse, with my family, and even with my God – just to “buy into” the idea of ultimate success – as defined by the world?!
In addition to the fact that you and I have the same temptations as our Lord was faced with – we also have the same tools at our disposal to overcome them!  Jesus responded to the Enemy at each turn with the Word of God … and so can we!!  “Thy Word have I hidden in my heart, that I might not sin against Thee.”  Words of the Psalmist – words that are just as true for us today as they were for him, and for our Lord!

Of course, the difference between us and our Lord and Savior is that though he was tempted, he never sinned.  Whereas none of us can say that – because “all of us have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory!”  And “none of us,” in and of ourselves, “is righteous!”  The “good news” is that when you and I do sin, we have One who is righteous who stands in our place.  And that One is Jesus!!
Maybe the greatest lesson we can learn from the Gospel message today is that we have a Savior who had to deal with and walk through the same issues, challenges and temptations as we do today.  We have One who understands, and is sympathetic towards our plight – and who provides mercy and grace to help us in time of need.

As we walk through this season of Lent, if we feel the burden of temptation, we can look to Jesus as our example – and know that we can walk in victory, as we follow the path he has already walked – as we “lean not on our own understanding,” but rather follow the leading, guidance and direction of the Holy Spirit.  And as we respond with the victorious and overcoming power of the Word of God, and the name of Jesus … guaranteed to defeat the Enemy – no matter what he attempts to use against us!!

Lord God, grant us the grace to live in the power of your Word and your Spirit.  To live in victory – through temptation – over sin … And to defeat the Enemy of our Souls at every turn – throughout our journey in this life, and in this world.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  Amen!
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