     John Eason – February 21, 2010 – Lent I, Text: Luke 4:1-13
Jesus had just been baptized, he’d just been anointed by the Spirit for ministry, & he’d just been acknowledged by none other than God the Father Himself as His “Beloved Son,” the one with whom He was “well pleased.”  But we know the story, because he wasn’t allowed to bask very long in the glow of this powerful moment, because there was work to be done!

How great it would be for us to just bask in the glow of our worship & fellowship here – in this sanctuary, and in the parish hall!  But, for us as well, there’s work to be done!  Because once we leave this place, we’re entering the “mission field!”  Our calling & assignment is not just to go back into the world, and go through the motions of life.  Our calling & assignment is to go back into the world, and to somehow make a difference – a difference for the better – in the lives of the lost, the hurting, the needy, and those with no sense of hope and a future.
But before our work begins, just as before our Lord’s work & ministry began – there is a need for a time of preparation – a time of intensive preparation.  Luke describes Jesus at the beginning of today’s lesson as “full of the Holy Spirit.”  And he is led by the Spirit into the desert, or the wilderness.  Jesus first had to be baptized & filled with the Spirit; after this, he had to spend a time of preparation in the wilderness.  Seems like it would have been a whole lot easier for God the Father just to have had a preaching, teaching, & healing & deliverance itinerary set up for His Beloved Son, immediately following his baptism and anointing – but that wasn’t God’s plan – was it?!

Luke tells us that Jesus was “led by the Spirit.”  And a surface reading of this passage might have us think that it was the Spirit who brought Jesus to this place – to the desert – the wilderness … and then the Spirit’s work of “leading” was done.  But if we dig a little deeper, and look into the meaning of the original Greek word for “led,” we understand that this being “led” here was not just a one-time, done-deal – it means that there was a continuous leading involved, all the time Jesus was in this wilderness!
Why the desert, or wilderness?   Well, as we know, the wilderness (or desert) had been John the Baptist’s place of preparation.  And the desert (or wilderness) was also where Moses and Elijah had both fasted & then encountered God.
And why the fasting?  I mean, as God’s divine Son, our Lord could have been waited on hand & foot, by a legion of angels, who ministered to every one of his needs – including setting a table before him in the wilderness!  But fasting has a way of allowing one to focus on the spiritual realm more intently – and not be subject in the same way to the physical distractions which one might otherwise experience.  Fasting can produce a clarity of mind and spirit which can enable one to hear God’s voice more clearly.
Fasting is also a traditional Lenten discipline.  I have friends who fast every Friday, and not just during Lent - which they testify helps give them better spiritual direction & clarity.  If you’d like to add fasting to your Lenten discipline this year, I’d suggest you start with something less than our Lord’s 40 days!  After all, you don’t start training to run a marathon by a first practice run of 26.2 miles!
Luke goes on to tell us that Jesus was “tempted.”  Now, it might be somewhat uncomfortable for you & I to think of our Lord being as being “tempted.”  After all, he was, & is, the divine Son of God!  Shouldn’t he be above all that?  But, you see, the Incarnation – the coming of our Lord into this world in the flesh – required that he empty himself of his divine prerogatives – including his divine ability not to be tempted!  But, remember – temptation is not sin!  Sin is the result of giving in to temptation.  I believe it was the late, great Bishop Fulton Sheen, in addressing the difference between “temptation” & “sin,” who said, “You can’t stop the birds from flying over you head, but you don’t have to let them build a nest in your hair!”
I believe the message Jesus’ time & testing in the wilderness has for us here is that in order for our faith to be strong, it needs to go through a time of testing.  And you don’t have to walk with the Lord for very long to find out that you don’t need to pray for this “testing,” so your faith can grow stronger … because believe me, it will come!!  Once the Enemy knows you’ve made a decision to follow Jesus Christ, and to live as his disciple & witness in this world – you & I become a threat to his plans, and he’s gonna be all over us like “ugly on ape!”  Amen?!! (By the way, that’s a metaphor I borrowed from the famous theologian, Festus – from Gunsmoke!)
So the first temptation Jesus is subjected to here involves hunger.  And Satan offers him a quick way out!  Just turn this stone into a loaf of bread!  I mean, after all, this should be a “no brainer” for the Son of God … that is, if you are the Son of God!  
But as easy as it would have been, in his humanity, for Jesus – who’d gone without anything to eat for 40 days – to get “sucked into” to Devil’s ploy here, instead, our Lord quoted Scripture – probably the same thing you & I did, the last time we faced temptation!  “One does not live by bread alone!”

As hungry – as famished – as Jesus surely was by now – he knew that no eternal purpose would be served by his giving in, at this point!
Then came the temptation for power and wealth.  These two certainly rank at the top of the list of those  things that lead folks to either compromise, or even totally abandon, God’s standards, calling, and way of life!  Remember Bernie Maddolf, the CEO’s of Wall Street, and countless others over the years who’ve “sold out,” in order to live what they thought was the “good life!”  But there’s a difference in what the world often presents as the “good life,” and the “abundant life” Jesus offers us, isn’t there?!
“Jesus, look around, as far as your eyes can see!  If you’ll just bow down and worship me, all this will be yours!!”  Of course, Jesus knew that his Daddy already owned all the cattle on a thousand hills, and that Satan was just doing his best to “jerk him around!”  So his response was, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only Him.”  Something we need to remember, the next time the Enemy “dangles a carrot” like that in front of us!

I know it’s a struggle!  We face that continual tension of living in the world, but not being of the world!  Sometimes we might wonder if it’s even possible to live and survive in the here and now, and at the same time, retain one’s integrity!  The devil wants us to believe we can’t – and that he offers the only path to success and the “good life!”  But that’s a lie!  Because there is another way!  And that other way – that better way – the eternal way – is to “seek first God’s Kingdom, and His righteousness,” and as our lesson told us last week, to “lay up treasures in heaven!”  Amen?!!
Next, when that didn’t work, Satan moved on to an opportunity for instant acclaim.  He took him up to the top of the Temple in Jerusalem, and said, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, and God will make sure the angels protect you, lest you dash your foot against a stone!”

I mean, just think about the headlines in the “Jerusalem Times!”  Jesus jumps off the roof of the Temple, and ends up without a scratch!  Now that’s an event folks wouldn’t soon forget!

But, once again, keeping the eternal picture in mind, Jesus quoted Scripture – “It is written, ‘do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  So, at least for the moment, the devil gave up and left him.  But as we know, even though this battle had been won – the war wasn’t over!

The war isn’t over for us, either!  The Bible makes it clear that the spiritual forces of evil and wickedness you and I face each day are real!  Just as real  as those physical enemies our military has faced, and continues face in every conflict, battle, and war that’s ever been fought!

However, Paul tells us, in Ephesians 6:12, that we “battle not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”  The Enemy of our souls is real, and the battle is real.  And the more we seek to submit to the Holy Spirit, and allow him to transform us into Christlikeness – the harder he’s gonna work to tempt us, to distract us, and to hinder us from being successful!

As we journey through Lent together – as we spend time in the desert - in the wilderness – may we do so with more than just “good intentions!”  May we do so with a fresh anointing of the Holy Spirit – an anointing to empower us, to lead us, and to give us the spiritual strength to resist the temptations we know the Enemy will inevitably present us with.  May you & I respond, as our Lord did, with God’s Word, and with the resolve to move ahead through our 40 days in the wilderness – and come out at the end in victory … ready for the mission and ministry God has called us to in this world, for the purpose of furthering His Kingdom.

Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you for your promise that you will never leave us or forsake us, even as we walk through the desert – through the wilderness.  Thank you that there is no temptation we face, which your one and only Son hasn’t faced himself.  Thank you that his time in the wilderness, & his victory over the Enemy, give us the courage to forge
ahead with the confidence that we, too, can emerge victorious, stronger in our faith, and better equipped to serve you in you Kingdom.  Lord God, anoint us & fill us, afresh & anew, with the presence, the power, & the fullness of your Holy Spirit!  Amen!!  
