LED INTO TEMPTATION

Luke 4:1-13

LED INTO TEMPTATION

“Lead us not into temptation.” That’s the prayer Jesus taught his disciples to pray; yet, here Luke tells us specifically Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. (4:1-2). Did you notice what Luke says here? He says that immediately after Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River, the Holy Spirit (and not the Devil) led Jesus into the wilderness where he was tempted.

Avoid temptation! That’s what we hear. The conventional wisdom is that temptations are to be avoided at all cost. Jesus, however, begins his ministry by obeying the Holy Spirit and not avoiding the temptation experience.  In his book, The Active Life, Parker Palmer suggests that Jesus does not resist being led into places of temptation because he wants to save his energy for the real resistance--for all the crucial "No's!" that he must say to the devil.1 Resisting temptation does not mean refusing to go into places where one is tempted. We go to those places because we are called there, because they are necessary way stations on the hero's journey, because the journey requires energy that should not be squandered on fighting the journey itself. The real work is to go where we are led and to see what is in store for us there on the journey.

Jesus journeys into the wilderness and into temptation with eyes wide open. He knows that evil is real. Jesus knows that we are most tempted when we have the best goals, the highest intentions, the noblest values. He does not avoid temptation but faces it head-on.

In the wilderness of temptation, the devil tests Jesus in three ways. "If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread" (4:3). The devil wants Jesus to feed himself with his own magical powers. He has real hunger. This is the temptation to be popular by doing what someone else thinks he should do. 

Then the devil says, "See these kingdoms of the world? To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. If you, then, will worship me" (4:5-7). Here is the temptation of power--to be someone who has authority over--and the word over is important--authority over other people. 


Finally, the devil suggests that Jesus throw himself down from the highest point of the Jerusalem temple--the highest human structure in Jesus' known world. It's a drop into the Kidron Valley of about 450 feet (one and a half football fields high) and is the temptation to be test the love and power of God: "If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here!" and the devil quotes from Psalm 91 (which we read to begin our service). This Psalm promises the protection of angels to God's beloved.


Notice that the devil does not tempt Jesus to become an atheist--to deny the existence of God. The devil does not tempt Jesus to do evil things but good things. When you are hungry, bread is good. When you have political power, you can help more people. When you do miracles, more people will follow you and listen to you. All temptation is to do what is attractive, and the subtlest and strongest temptation is to do what appears to be good but to do it for the wrong reason.  Each of these three temptations attacks Jesus not at a point of weakness but at his greatest strength--his compassion, his commitment, his faith. 


Luke tells us, "When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time--a kairos time." Jesus--3; Devil--zip! How did Jesus do it? How did Jesus withstand the temptation of the evil one? 
A CHILD OF GOD
The devil's goal in each of these three temptations is to persuade Jesus to try to do it on his own--by himself--to try to find himself by himself and to forget that he is a child of God.  Notice that the first and third temptations begin with the same phrase: "If you are the Son of God." Now in the Greek language you can also translate it, "Since you are the Son of God." The devil sounds like he could be a Christian. Did you notice that the devil believes in the existence of God, believes that Jesus is the Son of God, and quotes Scripture? He almost qualifies to be a member of Vienna Baptist Church! 


When confronting temptation, Jesus refuses to define himself only by himself and maintains that he is a child of God. The goal of the devil's temptation is for Jesus to try to find himself, to define his life's calling, to find the strength and courage for the journey, all without any relationship to the God who has birthed him, loved him, and gifted him for life and for ministry. Jesus goes into the desert with the strong knowledge that he is a child of God.
And so do we! We, like Jesus, are children of God. We have the same resource Jesus has because we can affirm that we, too, are children of God. We become weak in the face of temptation when we forget that we are children of God and forget that God loves us and cares for us and does not send evil events to test us. When led into temptation, we, like Jesus, can count on the truth that each of us is a child of God. 
IT IS WRITTEN

Notice also what Jesus says when led into the place of temptation. The only words Jesus has spoken so far in Luke is the twelve-year-old Jesus saying to his parents, “Why are you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s things?” (2:50). What does Luke tell us are the first words of Jesus’ adult ministry? We have them here in Luke 4:4: “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’” Then Jesus says, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 
Do you see that in this whole account Jesus' only personal words are, “It is written.” Jesus speaks to the devil only by quoting scripture. The devil uses scripture but Jesus lives scripture. The written word of God is so much a part of Jesus' life that he naturally responds to the word of the devil with the recorded word of God. 


Note that all three of Jesus' quotations come from chapters 6 and 8 of Deuteronomy (8:3; 6:13 and 16). The Book of Deuteronomy, as you know, is Moses' sermon to the children of Israel as they are ending their 40 years of wandering in the desert and preparing to enter the promised land. Moses reminds them of the time they thought they needed only bread, the time they fell into worshiping other gods, and the time they put the Lord their God to the test by demanding water. In other words, Jesus in the wilderness is not the child of God that Israel was in the wilderness. Jesus is a devout Jew who follows his calling into the wilderness of temptation, acknowledges that he is a child of God, and speaks the words the community of faith has taught him from her Bible. When the devil confronts him, Jesus responds with Scriptures learned as a child: “It is written, it is written, it is written.”

Tom Long, a teacher of preachers, tells of the day in 2003 when the school where he teaches (Emory University) gave an honorary degree to a man named High Thompson.2 On March 16, 1968, Thompson was a young helicopter pilot flying on patrol over the countryside of Vietnam. When he and his crew flew over the village of My Lai, they saw a nightmare taking place below them. United States Army troops in Charlie Company, under the constant pressure of danger and the madness of war, had lost control of their discipline, reason, and humanity, and had begun slaughtering unarmed civilians in the village, most of them women, children, and elderly men. 504 people had already been killed. Thompson set his helicopter down between the troops and the remaining villagers. At great risk to himself, he got out of the helicopter and confronted the officer in charge, William Calley. He then airlifted the few villagers still alive out of My Lai, and also radioed a report of the scene that resulted in a halt to the action, thus saving thousands of civilian lives. 

Standing there on the platform at the Emory University commencement, Thompson came to the microphone and spoke to the question on everyone’s minds: How could he have found the moral courage and strength to do what he did that day? His answer surprised the audience of graduates and brought them to a thoughtful silence. “I’d like to thank my mother and father for trying to instill in me the difference between right and wrong,” he began. “We were country people. I was born and raised in Stone Mountain, Georgia, and we had very little. But one thing we did have was the Golden Rule. My parents taught me early, Do unto others what you would have them do unto you.  That’s why I did what I did that day. It’s hard to put certain things into words. You’re going to have to make many decisions in your life. Please make the right decisions because we’re depending on you. God bless you all.” 


Why did he do what he did that day? Where did he find the moral courage not to yield to temptation and just fly away in his helicopter? He said words taught to him in childhood, repeated over and over, “Do unto others . . . do unto others . . . do unto others.” “It is written . . . it is written . . . it is written.” 

When you and I follow our journey into the place of temptation, we have the same resources Jesus had—the good news that each of us is a special child of God and the words of the community of faith written for us in Scripture. The Lord provided Jesus that day and provides us this day the resources we need when we are led into temptation. Thanks be to God!
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