Message

Temptation is the theme of this reading, and while it’s a common reading for this period in the church calendar, that’s for good reason, since we stumble across it every single day. Just last week, I had three of my nephews staying with me (it was meant to be a weekend break for them, and their parents) but we got snowed in! As part of my attempt to motivate them to do their schoolwork, when we went food shopping I promised them all that they could choose a sweet to have after dinner, now you know what’s coming next. First, I asked them to put their chocolate in the trolley, but they wanted to hold on to it. I was very clear that ‘you can hold it, but we aren’t opening them until after dinner.’ Next we arrived at the checkout and I asked them to put the sweets in the bag after they were scanned. Once again they were pocketed, and I repeated, ‘you can hold them but we aren’t opening them until after dinner.’ Cue home time, everything is unpacked and the sweets are nowhere to be seen. Once again, I say, ‘leave them on the kitchen side,’ and when my suggestion is rejected, I repeated my mantra of, ‘well you can hold them, but we aren’t opening them until after dinner.’

With a small concession that one sweet could be eaten (after a busy afternoon of home schooling) the rest were finally put away, but every five minutes I would watch one of them wander into the kitchen quietly, just to go and check their snacks were still there. Temptation is a tricky thing, even when you’re four years old and the only risk is to your teeth.

The problem with looking at temptation through the lens of a child who wants an early snack is that it minimises the damage it can do. What Jesus faces in the wilderness is something much darker than what we often joke about day to day. We read of three different things that the tempter used to sway Jesus, which can be found in Luke 4 as well as Matthew. 

In both texts, Jesus is asked to:

1. Create bread out of stones, to relieve his own hunger

2. Leap from the temple and rely on angels to break his fall

3. Kneel before the tempter in return for all the kingdoms of the world

 

These temptations are much scarier, because, as we’re going to explore, they show us that the tempter is looking for opportunities to try and exploit, or vulnerabilities that might be given into more easily because they prey on the wants or needs of the one who is being tempted. 

 

The first miracle is turning stones into bread. At face value, it seems pretty harmless, after all, we read more than one example of Jesus later feeding crowds of people with only 5 loaves and 2 fish, which you can read about in Matthew 14. So we know that Jesus can do this miracle, and we also know from the reading we just heard that after 40 days of fasting, Jesus was ‘very hungry,’ which seems like a huge understatement. If Jesus is capable, and in, need of food, why not just do as he’s asked? Well, Jesus tells us in his answer, he refuses the tempter’s suggestion by saying that we ‘don’t live on bread alone.’ He doesn’t dismiss our physical needs here, or the importance of food, Jesus doesn’t say we ‘don’t need bread,’ but he is clear that it is not the only sustenance that we need. We do need to be physically sustained, we know this, but we need to be spiritually sustained as well. 

 

 

After his first try at enticing Jesus fails, the tempter tells Jesus to jump from the temple and let the angels catch him. He’s saying, ‘use your powers to show everyone you can do this miracle, prove to everyone that you really are from God.’ The fame and the power would have been limitless.

 

This temptation tries to play on ambition, but Jesus refuses it. This doesn’t fit with how those at the time expected the Messiah to behave. Many were waiting for somebody who would arrive, overthrow the Romans, bring in a new time of wealth and success and perform all sorts of miraculous signs. While we read examples of Jesus’ miracles all throughout the gospels, John Drane writes that Jesus, here ‘rejected the temptation to base his message on sensationalism.’ We see later how Jesus is treated when word starts to spread about who he is, and he is ultimately rejected and killed.

 

Instead of performing the miracle on demand, Jesus replies, ‘you shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’ He rejects both the first and second instruction from the tempter, even though he had the capability to do everything that was being asked of him, and it would have fit with how people at the time expected him to behave. Instead, he chooses obedience. This fits much better with the picture we have of Jesus who was born into nothing, into an ordinary family by societies standards, away from the miracle and splendour that the tempter is trying to sway him with here. We see God’s character as one who is faithful and humble, for our benefit, rather than accepting the immediate fame that is offered.

 

Finally, Jesus is offered an opportunity to rule if he will compromise with the tempter. ‘Make a deal with me,’ is the offer, ‘and I’ll give you everything.’ Again, Jesus would have known that all the people would have expected their Messiah to conquer the world, but Jesus came with a different mission, one where God’s reign looked very different. So, again, he refuses to kneel before Satan and rejects the deal, instead saying, ‘‘away from me, Satan! For it is written: “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’ Jesus refuses to split power with the tempter, in exchange for leadership. For the third time, he remains obedient to God’s plan, choosing not to ‘rule’ in a wordly sense, and instead remaining exclusively faithful to God.

 

There are two things from this that I hope can shape how we think about temptation. Firstly, each of the temptations were based on scriptures that had been twisted by the tempter to try to get Jesus to agree. They also played into what the people at the time would have expected, and into Jesus’ own physical need. In a manipulation of all three, the tempter tries to push what they consider to be an opportunity each time. ‘You’re hungry, make some food. You’re God’s chosen one, do this and prove it. You’re bringing in a new kingdom, here’s the power to do it.’ Still, Jesus does not break.  Each time Jesus was uncompromising in his response, turning down money, fame and power out of commitment to a life of painful, uncompromising, sacrificial service.

 

Temptation seems darker and scarier when we consider it through this lens, instead of being light-hearted and harmless, we see that temptation that can push us to stray from God’s plan in search of fame, money, power, or whatever it might be that we might start to prioritise over God. This brings an awareness of how dangerous temptation can be and hopefully, helps us to prepare for it. It’s less about ‘I was tempted by dessert yesterday,’ and more about, what are the things that are pulling me away from what God wants for me. They’re going to be very different for all of us. 

The first thing is an awareness of the danger of temptation, but the second is an assurance.

 

Secondly, we’re often told that Jesus is an example to us on how to behave when we are tempted (and I don’t disagree with that)! It’s important though that Jesus’ rejection of temptation was the opposite of how Adam and Even responded to temptation in the garden of Eden. When the tempter in Genesis 3 twists what God has said to try and convince them to give into temptation, they go along with it. But, while the first created people gave in, and from it learned the consequences of sin, Jesus, in restoring this, stood firm. It is quite likely, at least at times, that our response to temptation in our own lives looks more like that of Adam than it does of Jesus. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try, but I hope we are reassured that when temptation wins, God doesn’t cast us out. Instead, God looks to restore us, and as we move to Easter I’m sure we’ll all hear more about the lengths God goes to in order to do that. It is in the hope and trust and experience of our restoration that we are able to stand, in community, against temptation, supporting each other to follow God’s direction for us, both as individuals and as a faith community. 

 
