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March 13, 2011
“Temptation: The Turning Point”   

Matthew 4:1-11

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3The tempter came and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.’ 4But he answered, ‘It is written,
“One does not live by bread alone,
   but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” ’ 

5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written,
“He will command his angels concerning you”,
   and “On their hands they will bear you up,
so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’ 
7Jesus said to him, ‘Again it is 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; 9and he said to him, ‘All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.’ 10Jesus said to him, ‘Away with you, Satan! for it is written,
“Worship the Lord your God,
   and serve only him.” ’ 
11Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him. 

Today is the first Sunday of Lent and we will be celebrating the beginning of this church season with communion later in the service.  Lent is a season of preparation, beginning on Ash Wednesday, which was this past Wednesday, and ending on Holy Saturday, that is the day before Easter Sunday.  There are forty days in Lent, not including six Sunday which don’t count because they are little Easters, small chances to celebrate Jesus’ resurrection, rather than his suffering approach to the cross.  
If forty days sounds familiar, you aren’t crazy – those forty days of Lent are meant to mirror the forty days Jesus spent fasting in the desert before his temptation.  And those forty days mirror other periods of forty in the Old Testament – can anyone name me one of these?  There are the forty years that the nation of Israel wandered in the wilderness before entering the promise land.  There are the forty days that Moses spent on Mount Sinai with God.  Forty days and nights of rain that God sent during the flood when Noah was in the ark.  
Each of these periods marks an important turning point.  A time of preparation before a world-altering, faith defining moment.  The same is true for Jesus in the desert.  

If you were to lay out the story of Jesus in pictures, hitting only the highlights, what pictures would you pick?  Jesus being born, surrounded by Joseph and Mary.  Maybe Jesus calling his disciples.  Maybe Jesus teaching or healing.  Certainly Jesus on the cross and Jesus appearing in a resurrected form.  But would we pick the temptation as one of our really important picture images?    

The poet John Milton, in his sequel to Paradise Lost, made the temptation, not the crucifixion, the hinge event, the crucial moment, in Jesus’ effort to regain the world.  Here’s the scene – Jesus has just been baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist and the Holy Spirit descends in a form like a dove and rests on him and he hears God’s voice claim him, saying this is my son with whom I am well pleased.  And immediately he is taken out into the desert by God’s Spirit, and prepares by fasting for this moment, this confrontation with the personification of evil, the personification of not-God.  
This is the moment to define everything that he would do and everything he would be.  Who the messiah would be was decided at this moment.  Who Jesus would be as a fully divine, fully human (that is from our Nicene Creed – we are a people of the Book, guided by our historic creeds)?  Would he, could he, be truly human, feeling the hunger, and fear and lack of control that we experience?  

We are going look closely at these three temptations, what they meant for Jesus and what they mean for us.  
But first a word about temptation.  What we are talking about here is not about being tempted to break our diets because that piece of chocolate cake is staring us down, or the more serious and powerful temptations that we may wrestle with daily, or hourly, or second- ly – like the temptation to look at something on the computer, or to read a certain kind of magazine, the temptation to cheat on our taxes or schoolwork or on our significant other, or the temptation that comes with addiction.  Those are a serious topic for another sermon.  
The temptations we are talking about today have to do specifically with faith.  Diogenes Allen, a Christian philosopher who wrote a whole book on these temptations, writes that these temptations are the gateway to faith.  They were the gateway for Jesus on his journey as the messiah, the anointed one of God who came as the savior of the world.  This account of the temptations is found in all of the synoptic gospels – those are Matthew, Mark and Luke.  So for the community sharing the story of Jesus this was very important.  
Philip Yancey, in his book The Jesus I Never Knew, writes about how, since there were no eye-witnesses to this encounter, Jesus must have chosen to share this story with his followers – to share this story of weakness and trial and struggle.
The three temptations defined who Jesus was going to be, how he was going to relate to God, what his humanity would look like.  
In the first temptation, the tempter tells a desperately hungry Jesus to simply turn stones into loaves to feed himself.  Why not – Jesus could have the joy of being filled without the pain of hunger.  And not only that, that could be his calling card as the Messiah – to be the one who alleviates the suffering of the people, to solve world hunger – certainly that could be the role of the messiah – certainly people would believe in such a person.  But Jesus chooses not to claim this exemption from being human.
In the second temptation, the tempter takes Jesus to the top of the temple and tells him to throw himself down and allow the angels to catch him and protect him.  This temptation is not so odd as it might appear.  There was a mythology about the messiah – that he would appear at the pinnacle of the temple when he came – this was the miraculous messiah people were looking for.  There is a two-fold temptation here for Jesus – to perform a death-defying miracle that would silence any doubters, a grand miracle that would make it impossible not to believe in him, AND to live a life without fear and pain, a life of complete security.  What Satan proposes doesn’t sound so bad, he has scripture to back it up.  But again it is an exemption from begin fully human and it takes away the freedom to believe or not believe.
In the final temptation, the devil shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and all their glory and says that he will give them to Jesus if he will worship him.  The chance to be king of the world – by turning it down Jesus shows that his kingship will look quite different.
Jesus’ temptations were centered on the very reasons he came to earth  – and Satan was handing him a sped-up way, pain-free way of accomplishing his mission.  Philip Yancey writes: “He could win over the crowds by creating food on demand and then take control of the kingdoms of the world, all the while protecting himself from danger.”  Sounds like a win, win scenario.  
This was the enticement: the possibility of having all the good parts of being human without all the bad.  He could savor the flavor of bread without experiencing hunger.  He could risk it all without ever really being in danger.  He could get all the fame and power without any chance of rejection.  As Yancey puts it: “in short, he could wear a crown but not a cross.”   In some ways, we as followers of Jesus, still long for this – the good without the bad, the joy without the suffering, the life without possibility of death.

The temptation is a central part of Dostoevsky’s novel “The Brothers Karamazov.”  In it there is a poem about the Inquisition in the sixteenth century.  In the poem, Jesus visits at a time when heretics are being burned at the stake.  Jesus is recognized by the Grand Inquisitor, who throws him in prison and there they play out a scene much like the temptation in the desert.  The Inquisitor tells Jesus that by turning down the three temptations, Jesus has forfeited the greatest powers at his disposal – solving problems miraculously, eliminating mystery about God altogether, and seizing power and authority. Jesus should have followed Satan’s advice and performed miracles on demand, and accepted the offer of power.  Didn’t Jesus realize that people want more than anything else to worship what is known beyond any doubt?  The Inquisitor says that Jesus made himself far too easy to reject and he surrendered his greatest asset: the power to compel belief.  In the Inquisition, the church was correcting this lack of judgment of Jesus’.  And for this reason, the Inquisitor must execute Jesus one more time, lest he hinder the church’s work.

One of the challenges with these three temptations is to see what is so bad about them – they seem like Jesus’ right as the messiah, things supported by tradition and scripture.  All three temptations have immense possibilities for good.  One commentator writes: “Jesus has before him three excellent offers: Turn stones to bread. In a world of unbelievable hunger, why not? Leap from the pinnacle of the temple. In a world callous to sermon and lesson, why not a coercive shock into belief? Enter the political arena. In a world of slavery, war, oppression and disregard for life and rights, why not?”
Here is an example of how temptation sometimes works – this is from Finding Nemo – sometimes what looks beautiful and enticing can end up biting you in butt.

What we see in Jesus’ responses is a refusal to try to be like God or to be God. As Paul put it, he "did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant" (Phil. 2:6-7).  He did not exploit the power of the Spirit to claim exemption or to avoid the painful difficulties of the path of service. He did not use God to claim something for himself.
These temptations that Jesus faced – they are not so foreign to us.  Diogenes Allen writes that we might be surprised to find that temptations are the starting point for us, as they were for Jesus.  They are the gateway to a life of faith.  Jesus pioneered that path we are to follow – so we too begin here.    

In that first temptation we see the temptation of material goods – we need bread, we need material things – clothing, shelter, food.  Yet we fall into the temptation of believing material things are all we need, that material things will make us happy and complete.  Diogenes Allen writes that “the human capacity for unhappiness is so great that the whole world cannot fill it.”  
There is a legend about Faust who is also tempted by the devil and exchanges his soul for the chance to experience every good thing the world has to offer, every delight, every entertainment.  And he becomes bored.  We consume and consume and learn that we cannot be satisfied this way.  What we consume is good – we need it – yet it does not fill us.  
This is our temptation – it is pull between our needs for the things of this world and our need for the good things not of this world.  We need both – we cannot live by bread alone – but we are tempted to try.  Do you remember thinking – if I only had . . . ?  And when you got that thing you were happy . . . for how long?  And then after a while it didn’t matter as much and you moved on to other things?  This tells us a lot about our restless hearts.  And we are tempted to forget that this restlessness points us to God – only he can fill our void.  
So in facing this temptation we are walking through a gateway of faith – giving ourselves over to God who is not of this world, rather than to the things of this world.  This is a crucial moment – for it determines to whom and to what we belong.
The second temptation is another gateway to faith.  There is a strong connection in our minds between faith in God and God’s care and protection from harm.  Diogenes Allen writes: “Faith in God’s goodness and love, indeed, faith in God’s very existence, is deeply bound up with the idea of his care.  We certainly are upset when we see a good person, who has been a wonderful neighbor and a fine parent, suddenly struck down by a terrible accident or disease.  How can we believe in God, a loving father, then?”  
We want God to protect us from all harm – we are tempted to make that a condition of believing in him.  Again – this in itself is not an evil thing – we are fragile   People we love, whose well-being is so wrapped up in our own, can be suddenly injured or destroyed.  So we want assurances – we want security and protection.  We know that we can’t control everything or sometimes much of anything.  We can’t control the other drivers on the road when our sixteen-year old is out there.  We can’t control the surgeon’s knife.  But we long to be completely safe.  And we long to call upon God to protect us, to intervene unconditionally, the way we want our medicines and machines to work.  
God isn’t our magic wand to control the world for our personal safety – however much we are tempted to insist upon it.  We make our security a test of God’s love.  So here is another gateway of faith – to understand that we are limited and yet we are beloved by God but are not therefore protected from suffering or pain.  It is a mystery – and our temptation is to insist on certain knowledge or accept nothing of God at all.
The third temptation has to do with prestige – with placing too much weight on glittering power and social rank – these things tend to make us think that they are an accurate measure of our worth – that these things are our true identity.  We fail to realize, when times are good, how vulnerable we are (the recession has taught us that) and we fail to realize how very badly off others are because of circumstances completely outside their control.  
Prestige, or success, is not an accurate measure of anyone’s true value - there are so many things that we fail to take account of – where we are born, the families we are born into, the health problems we inherit, the economic circumstances we encounter that we have no control of.  This is the gateway – As Allen puts it, “To think that our present identity as defined by our society is our true one keeps us from finding the true life that God has in store for us.”
Diogenese Allen writes further that “we are never finished with temptations.  The temptations that we have come to terms with at one time take a different form at a later time. . . . Even though we are never finished with temptations, we do make progress in the Christian life.  The journey is like mounting a spiral staircase.  We do not go round and round in a circle, getting nowhere, but, as on a spiral staircase, we ascend to a higher level with each step.  Otherwise it would be utterly discouraging to encounter the same temptations we have met earlier, even though they take a different form.  Instead such temptations reassure us that we are still on the right road and are making progress.”

So here is our challenge at the beginning of Lent – to honestly consider our temptations and to pray for help, confident that we will be understood.  We rejoice together that, as the writer of the book of Hebrews said, “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with out weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet without sin . . .”  Because Jesus suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those we who are being tempted.
Amen.

