Pre:
Our Bible story for today comes right on the heels of the story we talked about for the last two weeks. Jesus insisted on being baptized by John the Baptist. In this act, he has taken on the sin of the world and has been commissioned for his mission in the world. 


In this story, God gets the last word: This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.


Having thus been affirmed, Jesus is ready to begin his ministry.  But first he takes a little detour into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil, and that is our story for today. 

The Temptations
Matthew 4:1-11


In the Australian bush country grows a little plant called the “sundew.” It has a slender stem and tiny, round leaves fringed with hairs that glisten with bright drops of liquid as delicate as fine dew. Woe to the insect, however, that dares to dance on it. Although its attractive clusters of red, white, and pink blossoms are harmless, the leaves are deadly. The shiny moisture on each leaf is sticky and will imprison any bug that touches it. As an insect struggles to free itself, the vibration causes the leaves to close tightly around it. This innocent-looking plant then feeds on its victim. (Our Daily Bread, December 11, 1992) 


Such is the nature of temptation. The appearance is often pleasant and enticing, it offers sustenance or satisfaction or entertainment. But the consumer becomes the consumed. 

And in our day many succumb to temptation without realizing that they have been eaten alive. It is as if people in our day have become numb to the very idea of sin. 

In 1973 psychiatrist Karl Menninger published a book called Whatever Became of Sin?  In the book he laments the erosion of a sense of personal responsibility and strongly suggests that our culture and we as individuals need to reclaim the notion of sin in order to find greater wholeness in our lives. In the book, Menninger says, “If the concept of personal responsibility and answerability for ourselves and for others were to return to common acceptance, hope would return to the world with it.“ 


1973 was quite a few years ago, but I think that Menninger’s premise still has validity. We still live in a world where “My Sin” is a perfume, and “The Temptations” are a singing group. 


We would do well to heed Menninger’s challenge, and learn to deal honestly with our sin. But the problem is, where do we begin? 

I believe that most people start in the wrong place. They start with a list of sins, and the point really is to be able to avoid those things—or perhaps confess and repent as appropriate. “So, is it a sin if I (insert your own word here)?” one might ask. The problem with creating lists of sins is that it does nothing really to promote spiritual growth. It simply enables some people to feel good about themselves, others to feel guilty, and still others to find loopholes. But it’s still a very popular method. A pastor one time announced in a sermon that there were 789 different sins. A few days later, he received 94 letters from members, asking for a list of the 789 sins. (Illustrations Unlimited, 455). You see if I could just know what they all were, then maybe I could somehow negotiate my way around them. 

Concentrating on individual sins, whatever they are, really gets people going in the wrong direction. And is more likely to be discouraging and depressing than helpful and encouraging. Because, as a character in an Oscar Wilde play once said, “I can resist anything but temptation.” Or as Dr. Gregory House says regularly on the TV show House, “Everybody lies.” Or, as the Apostle James once said, “all of us make many mistakes.” Or the Apostle Paul: “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” 

That reality of the universal nature of sin takes us back to the very basic premise that the only way we can be involved with God at all and be a part of God’s kingdom is on the basis of God’s grace. On our own we won’t make it. God forgives our sin and God makes a place for us in the family of faith. 


The thing is that once you have become a Christian, once you have received God’s forgiveness and made the commitment to follow Jesus, temptation is still an issue. Sin is still a very real threat to life and ministry. That doesn’t go away. In fact, it may well get worse. One of the things that I always tell new elders when they go on Session for the first time is that whenever you take on a new ministry or a new task for God, watch out, because obstacles will suddenly loom in your way. Important events will suddenly pop up on dates when you have committed to do a work of ministry. It’s like what happens when you go on your computer. You have an agenda in mind, perhaps you are going to do some research on a topic for work. You go to the internet and get ready to Google a word. Suddenly you notice that you have new email so you go to check it out. You read a few emails, and then an advertisement pops on the screen. It looks interesting or funny so you go to that web site. Pretty soon you’re surfing around the internet, and totally forgot what you went on line to do.  That’s the real nature of temptation. It distracts, it disrupts, it derails. It prevents you from doing what you intended to do. 
 
So if you really want to understand and deal with temptation, you really need to start in a different place than a list of sins. You need to begin with who you are and what is your purpose in life.  Because the intention at the heart of temptation is to destroy your identity and to derail your life purpose. 

Let’s go back to what God said at the end of the story of Jesus’ baptism. This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased. And what is the first thing that the devil says to Jesus? “If you are the son of God. . .”!  


You have heard similar lines before: If you love me, you’ll do this for me. If you are really a good sport, you’ll. . . (fill in the blanks). This is the line that comes from someone who has a specific notion of who you should be and how you should act.  


Prove it! Show me that you are the divine Son of God by making these stones into bread. Surely after 40 days of fasting, you’re starving just to death. And indeed he was. Matthew says that Jesus was famished. He could use a sandwich with an all you can eat salad bar. If you are the Son of God, you can do this small thing. 


Think about this. Jesus certainly had the ability to turn stones into bread. And we know of at least two occasions when Jesus rather miraculously provided bread for multitudes of people. So, would it really be a sin for Jesus to turn stones into bread? (Let me check my list!) 

What is it that’s really going on here?

Perhaps the second temptation will provide a clue. “If you are the son of God,” the devil says.” (again!)  Now Jesus and the devil are on the pinnacle of the Temple. “Jump off! Surely all the angels of heaven will come to your rescue. What a dramatic way to begin your ministry. Everyone will see. Everyone will applaud.” 


Jesus has not come into this world to be a magician or a sorcerer.  Jesus’ agenda, his vocation, his mission is “to be a truly human being, to be God’s person, to be a servant to the world and to other people.” (Tom Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Vol. 1, in loc) In his ministry Jesus will do many miraculous things. Amazing things. But he won’t be manipulated by someone else’s agenda.

Two times the devil begins with that “if” question. If you are the son of God, then you’ll do things this way. The third time the devil drops the if and goes right for the throat. Forget about God. Worship me and you can bypass all this business about suffering and the cross, and go directly to the seat of power and majesty. 

And Jesus says no. No to the idea of using miraculous powers to make lunch, no to testing God’s love for him, no to taking a detour. And he says no because he knows who he is and where he is headed. He will go the long hard road to the cross. He will be who he is and he will accomplish his mission. 

And that is the model he provides for us in dealing with temptation and sin. Find out who you are. Find out what God has put you here for. And pursue that mission. Don’t let anything get in the way of your integrity of character or the integrity of your mission.  I don’t mean to say that you have to have it all figured out. I mean to say that you need to understand that you are a child of God, greatly loved. And I mean to say that you need to have a sense of direction, of following Jesus in your life and in your ministry. 

One last story: A long time ago in China, there was a politician named Yang Zhen, a man known for his upright character. After Yang Zhen was made a provincial governor, one of his earlier patrons, Wang Mi, paid him an unexpected visit. As they talked over old times, Want Mi brought out a large gold cup and presented it to Yang Zhen. Yang Zhen refused to accept it, but Wang Mi persisted, saying, “There’s no one here tonight but you and me, so no one will know.” 

“You say that no one will know,” Yang Zhen replied, “but that is not true. Heaven will know, and you and I will know too.” Wang Mi was ashamed then and backed down. (Velvet Glove, Iron Fist, quoted in Bits & Pieces, June 25, 1992)
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