Encounters with Jesus- Satan Defeated!
Lent 1

Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7, Matthew 4:1-11

March 13th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


This morning is the first Sunday in the season of Lent, which began last Wednesday on Ash Wednesday.   What is Lent?  Well, I understand Lent as a time to exercise our spiritual muscles, which perhaps have grown a bit weak.  It’s a time to sharpen our spiritual edge, which perhaps has grown a bit dull.  We’ll have the chance to do that in several different ways between now and Easter Sunday. 
 At our Sunday services the gospel lesson each week tells of a different person that encounters Jesus.  We’ll start today with the devil, and then continue with Nicodemus, the woman at the well, the man born blind, and finally, Lazarus, who is raised from the dead.  On Wednesdays you have two opportunities.  Each Wednesday there is a noon lunch followed by a Bible study that looks at Sunday’s lessons and is titled, “Blessings of the Cross.”  And in the evening we will worship using the beautiful Holden Evening Prayer service and focus on the theme, “Our Baptismal Stories and Journey of Faith.”  Each week a different member of the congregation will share their story and, in addition, we’ve begun to create a display in the narthex of Baptismal items, so If you have something you’d like to contribute, please bring it in to share with others.  I pray all these opportunities will provide a helpful spiritual focus for us.


We begin today with the encounter Jesus has with the devil in the wilderness.  It’s the traditional reading for the first Sunday in Lent and provides the primary Biblical basis for this season.  Jesus is in the wilderness 40 days, and our Lenten season is 40 days, excluding Sundays.   Jesus fasts for 40 days, practicing a spiritual discipline that brings him closer into the Father’s presence.  Today people continue this tradition of fasting in Lent, some on a specific day, some may eliminate one meal each day, or some follow their own practice that works for them.  Other spiritual disciplines like a focus on prayer or an emphasis on service are also  followed.  As Jesus sharpened his spiritual focus, so also do we during Lent.


Before specifically looking at the three temptations in this lesson, let me provide a little bit of background.  First, the wilderness temptation takes place immediately after Jesus is baptized and anointed for ministry.  “This is my beloved son,” announces the Father at the Baptism, “with whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus is ready to do what he has come to earth to do.


Isn’t it interesting that the first thing that happens following this high point of Baptism, is that Jesus is tempted by the devil.  For you see, the devil doesn’t want Jesus to succeed.  He wants to trip him up and have him fail.  And I think this same thing is true for us.  Maybe you sense that God is leading you in a new direction.  Maybe the Spirit has put a new idea on your heart.  Well, you can expect a push back, an attack, if you will, from the evil one, who wants you to fail.  If you genuinely discern that what you are being called to do is the right thing, you’ll have to maintain a strong spiritual focus and fight through that, even as Jesus had to do.


A second piece of background is to note that this was an intentional test of Jesus allowed by the Father.  “Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil,” is how the lesson begins.  This was not a random encounter with the devil who just happened to show up.  It was a test that the Father allowed, to see if Jesus was truly ready. 

And a third piece of background information concerns the devil.  Here the devil is presented as a personal being who talks to Jesus and tries to make him fail.  In other places in scripture we read about spiritual forces of evil and powers of darkness.  We also know that within ourselves there is sin and the potential for evil.  How one views the tempter can be debated, but there’s little doubt that we are all subject to temptation of one sort or another.


One thing is clear in the scriptures.  The tempter wants us to doubt God’s trustworthiness.  And the tempter does it in subtle, crafty, and deceptive ways.


The story of the temptation of Adam and Eve in the garden is placed alongside the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness because there are similarities.  We see the craftiness of the serpent in the garden.  Adam had been told by God not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and if he did, on that day, he would die.  Eve was then created and she knew the command as well.  But what does the serpent say.  “You will not die.”  He gets her to think, well, maybe that’s not really true.  Maybe that’s just a threat to keep them in line.  And then the crafty serpent offers something rather enticing.  If you eat of this delicious fruit, you’ll be like God.   Wouldn’t it be great to be just like God, knowing good and evil?  And so Eve believed the serpent, rather than obeying God, and ate the fruit.  The consequences of her, and Adam’s disobedience, are being felt to this day.


In the wilderness, this crafty devil again shows up to tempt Jesus.  He starts by trying to sow the seed of doubt into his mind, much like he tried to get inside Eve’s head.  “If you are the Son of God,” he says to Jesus.  “If.”  40 days earlier, at his Baptism, the Father said, “This is my beloved Son.”  There’s no doubt about that.  But the crafty devil tries to get Jesus to question that.  If you are God’s son, maybe use your powers to prove it to me.  And maybe the devil was trying to get Jesus to think that if he uses his powers as the tempter suggested, that would definitely show he is the Son of God.  There would be no doubt in Jesus’ mind, this would prove it.


So the devil tries to sow the seed of doubt by using the little word “if.”  And then he throws the first temptation at Jesus.    It can be summarized by the words, “Satisfy yourself.”  Jesus had not eaten for 40 days, a length of time unimaginable to us.  

At this very vulnerable time, Satan approaches Jesus.  “Turn these stones to bread,” he says.  As a human being, Jesus desperately wanted bread.  He was hungry.  He would have to eat sometime.  As God’s son, he surely could turn stones into bread.  But the deeper, underlying temptation, was he would be doing so at the command of the devil to satisfy himself.  He would not be trusting God to provide, but taking matters into his own hands by listening to the devil.  

 But, of course, Jesus had the spiritual strength to stand strong.  He knew that there was more to life than simply satisfying yourself.  And so he quotes back to Satan these words from Deuteronomy, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  Satan’s word was not of God, and Jesus knew it.  He resisted the temptation for bread and to satisfy only himself.

Satan was not ready to give up, so he took Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple.  “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 the stone.”  This temptation can be summed up in the words, “trust yourself.”  Now Satan is crafty.  He makes it appear as if Jesus, in throwing himself off the temple, would be showing the ultimate trust in God.  

But this was not trusting God.  It was quite the opposite.  This was testing God.  This was demanding that God prove that He is trustworthy.  You don’t say you trust God, and then turn around and test God.  Either you fully trust God, or you don’t.  There’s no testing of God.  When you do what Satan tempts here, you actually show your lack of trust and that the only one you trust is yourself.  Again, Jesus was spiritually strong.  He quotes back to Satan, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”


  Satan wanted Jesus to test God’s trustworthiness.  The temptation was to see if God really loved and cared for him. If God did, he’d show it by having the angels catch Jesus while falling.   Are you ever tempted to test God’s love?  Have you ever thought, “God, if only you’ll show me a sign, I’ll believe and obey!” or “God, if you’ll just heal me from this cancer, I promise I’ll live a good life for you.”  But God doesn’t want us to test or negotiate or make bargains.  That shows we’re still holding on to ourselves.  God wants us to trust him alone.   We are to live fully trusting God, not placing our trust in ourselves or other things.

The final temptation is on a high mountain.  Satan shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the world.  “They’re all yours,” he says, “All you have to do is worship me.”  This temptation can be summed up with the words, “Glorify yourself.”  Jesus had before him all the kingdoms of the world with all their glory and splendor.  All the glory he could ever have wanted, was his.


But at what cost?  He would have to deny God the Father and worship an imposter. For a third time Jesus mustered the spiritual strength to fend off Satan.  “Away with you, Satan!” he cries out, “For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’  And with that, Satan was defeated.  Jesus passed the test.  

 
In the end, just like with Adam and Eve, this was a test of trust.  Adam and Eve gave into temptation, trusting the crafty serpent more than God.  Jesus did not give in, placing his trust in God, not the deceptive devil.  Ironically, all the things that the devil tempted Jesus with, were eventually given to him by the Father.  He ate.  He fed the multitudes with bread.  He is the bread of life that we receive in the Lord’s Supper.  On the cross and in the resurrection, the Father protected and raised up Jesus.  And he is the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, ruler of all.  By trusting in God and not the devil, Jesus passed the test and was able to fulfill the mission for which he had been sent.

Will we trust God, as Jesus did, or will we give in to the tempter and place something else before God?   When tempted by Satan, Jesus was able to hold firm to his spiritual foundation and send the devil away.  With the Spirit’s help, when temptations come our way, may we be able to do the same.  Amen
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