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“Jesus Saves Us When We Are Lost in the Externals of Life”


The First Sunday in Lent							      February 21, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								Deuteronomy 26:1-11
Epistle Lesson									       Romans 10:8b-13
Gospel Lesson										    Luke 4:1-13


Today we look at the Gospel Lesson, which is an account of the first temptations of Jesus in the wilderness.  The theme I want to emphasize is “Jesus Saves Us When We Are Lost in the External Things of Life.”  There are two points I want to emphasize today.  First of all I want you to internalize this fact.  The central issue in all temptation is this question:  Can God truly be trusted to supply for my life as he has promised--will his way actually work?  That’s the central question in all temptation.  The second point I want to make this morning is that discovering that God can be trusted to supply for our lives as he has promised, discovering that his way actually does work is a matter of trusting him for our priorities in the first place.  

In making these two points, we begin by looking at Jesus’ struggle with temptation recorded in the Gospel Lesson.  There are details in the setting of this narrative that are important.  Because no one else was present, it is clear that Jesus told his disciples about this experience.  That’s the only way they would have found out about it.  So we can trust that it made a big impact on him.  It was important for his own understanding of who he was; it is important for our understanding of our Christian lives--that’s why he shared it with us--and that is why we continue to focus on this event of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness.  It is important to notice that Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Holy Spirit.  This confrontation between Satan and Jesus was not an accident.  It was a planned for event in the ministry of Jesus, with great significance.  The little detail, “And he was hungry” helps us appreciate the vulnerability of Jesus in this situation.  He was weakened by great physical need.  It is important to remember that.  He was alone.  There was no one there to support him or to keep his thinking straight.  He was in a very tough environment.  In this weakened and vulnerable state, Jesus was wrestling with the road to the cross ahead of him.  “Do I really want to do this?  Do I really want to go to the cross?  Do I really want to offer my life for these people?”  We need to appreciate the fact that Jesus could actually do all the things he was tempted to do.  Otherwise, it was no temptation at all.  Every temptation offered to Jesus would have answered an immediate need in a very tough situation.  It would have answered an immediate anxiety that Jesus was feeling very deeply.  Every temptation was a way out of a very hard situation.

The central question for Jesus in this event is:  Can God the Father truly be trusted to supply for my life as he has promised?  Will his way actually work?  Satan attacked Jesus on three fronts.  First Satan came to him and said, “You know you can solve your hunger problem by turning some of these little stones into bread.  They actually kind of look like little loaves of bread, don’t they?  Turn some of them into bread and you can solve your hunger problem.”  There are two issues here.  The first is Jesus’ immediate problem of his own hunger.  If he ate, he wouldn’t have to deal with the physical pain of his hunger any longer, and that would have made his life easier.  The second issue is of greater significance.  The second issue is the question posed to Jesus that perhaps the main problem facing humanity was their physical needs.  It goes this way.  “You want people to once more live in fellowship with you?  Then take care of all their physical needs, and they will follow you around like thankful puppies.  Everybody gets the house they want, everybody gets the clothes they want, everybody gets the food they want, everybody gets the car they want, everybody gets the pile of money they think they need, and they will love you forever Jesus.  And the best part would be no suffering and no cross for you.  Replace every church with a Mall of America, and watch people become godly over night.”  

The second temptation was this:  “You know you can solve your frustration with getting better results out of people by setting aside the grace idea and going to manipulation, and using leverage with people.  It will work a lot better.”  The issue here is how to motivate people to change for the better.  The temptation is that God’s way will never work, so go to Satan’s way--use Satan’s way of fear, selfishness, manipulation, and subtle lies to bring people to do what you want them to do.  It works.  “Come on Jesus; try the way people really are.  Love takes too long, so right to the chase.  Go right to fear and selfishness to motivate people.”  And the best part of this plan, once again, is that it does away with the cross.  This is what was to make it attractive to Jesus.  

The third temptation was like this:  “You know Jesus; you could win people with ever bigger, better and more dramatic events.  Jump off the temple, and land feet first, and not be hurt.  Next month you could do it head first.  Next month you could do it with somersaults.  The next month you could do it holding flaming torches.  And then, the next month you could introduce fireworks—a thousand years before the Chinese think it up.  You could really wow the crowds.  Jesus, if you want the attention and affirmation God should have this is the way to go—bigger, better, louder, faster.  The issue here is to get people’s attention and then to keep it—bigger, better, louder, brighter, constantly more explosions and lights should do it.  And of course, once again, and this is the beauty of it, it avoids the cross.  Not necessary to go to the cross.” 

Jesus’ answer to each of these temptations was:  “Even though it is a bit of a struggle, I am confident that the Father will supply my needs by keeping his promises.  Even though it is a bit of a struggle, I am confident that the Father will supply by needs by keeping his promises.  So I will wait his time and I will put first things first to do things his way.”  That’s the answer Jesus gave.  He made this clear by quoting three very common Bible verses that everybody should know—even little children should have known them.  “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”  “One should worship the Lord only.”  “One should not make senseless experiments with the power of God.”  In each of these answers Jesus is making a simple statement of holding to Biblical priorities to put first things first, and then trust the Father for the results as he has promised.  It is all really very simple.

Here’s the thinking of Jesus.  “People will never find life in material things, so I will go to the cross for them to change their hearts, to find life in their connection to God.  Using leverage, fear, manipulation, and their own greed against them will never change people’s hearts.  So, I will go to the cross to change their hearts—turn their hearts back to the Father.  Bigger, better, louder, faster, more lights, more fireworks will just keep people constantly distracted from the real issues of life.  So I will go to the cross to change their hearts, and teach them peace, and teach them contentment rather than excitement and distraction.”

Well, that’s what happened a long time ago.  And what’s going on now?  Because Satan wishes our personal destruction, he will continue to approach us with temptation.  These temptations will be internal when they come to us, and they will be personal temptations for which we are not prepared.  We will be tempted to do things that will be in our power to do quite easily.  Satan never tempts us, except to do things we can do quite easily.  These temptations will come to us when we are weakened by life’s trials.  These temptations will come when we are alone with our thoughts, and there is no one watching-- no one there to encourage, to straighten out our thinking.  These temptations will come to us in a very tough situation in life, which is causing us pain.  And the pain it is causing us will be very real to us, and we will be looking for a way out.  Temptation will come to us when we are convinced that our thoughts are very sensible.  In fact, we will think of our thoughts as brilliant and sophisticated.  The temptations set before us will be the answer to our immediate problem.  And they will offer the end to the present pain.  And as they offer an end to the present pain in which we find ourselves, the temptation will also convince us that there will be no future consequences.  All there will be is the avoidance of pain.  The central thought in every one of these temptations that come to us in our lives will be this, “Shh, come here.  God cannot be trusted.  God cannot be trusted to supply according to his promises.  So, you must take matters into your own hands.  You must break the rules.”  “Set aside your essential Christian character for material gain.  Because if you don’t you will lose out, because God cannot be counted on.  Do things God’s way and you’re going to miss the boat.”  “You want to attain your goals in life?  Then use whatever leverage, deceit, manipulation or power play is available to you to get your desires.  Because doing things God’s ways will never get you what you want--never.”  “Doing things God’s ways will never get you what you actually need to be happy, because God can’t be trusted to follow through.”  

The temptation will tell you to forget about peace and contentment.  And think that happiness is a matter of ever-greater sensations to make the moment exciting.  “Go for more volume, more fireworks, brighter lights, bigger chances, more danger, one more drink than last time, up the dosage, the next thrill that your friends are more than willing to introduce to you, new experiences—especially rule-breaking experiences are the road to an exciting life.  And you’d better do it, because if you do things God’s way he won’t be there for you.”  When these temptations come, you will not be wise enough to see through all of them, and you will be caught from time to time.  You will surrender to your natural lust for the external things of this life which promise us so much before we discover the degree to which they disappoint us.  When you realize that you have followed the lie, when this happens, turn around, humble yourself before Jesus Christ and accept forgiveness—the forgiveness he has made possible for you through his unbelievable faithfulness on his road to the cross.  His gift to you is a new start in the power of his grace every time Satan comes into your life and messes with your mind and fools you into doing the wrong thing.  And when you get one part of your life in order, you will slip up in another part.  That’s the way it works.  Jesus knows this and he still gladly makes his forgiveness offer.  

But then there lives within us the desire to not get caught in temptation, and to not fall before it.  Because we are new people, with Christ dwelling in us, there is also this:  We want to grow wise enough to overcome temptation when it comes to us.  Is there anything we can do to defeat temptation when it comes into our lives?  Well yes there is.  By God’s grace, by the power of the Holy Spirit, and by our focus on Christ there is an answer to temptation that actually works.  

The heart of every temptation is this thought:  “God cannot be trusted to meet my needs according to his promises.  So, I must break the rules to provide for my own happiness.”  

The heart of every successful defeat of temptation is this thought:  “I do trust that God will meet my needs according to his promises.  So I will follow the rules, and I will trust him to provide for my happiness in his time, in his way.”  Jesus put it this way, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these other things will be given to you as well.”

This is the priority that Jesus followed in these temptations, and in every temptation that came to him throughout his life—“See first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, all these other things will be given to you as well.”

This is the priority that Jesus followed in these temptations and in every temptation that came to him through his life.  And this is our assurance that we don’t have to break the rules to get material things.  If we put God first, he will provide them.  We don’t have to break the rules to attain our best desires.  We put God first, and he will give us our best desires.  We don’t have to break the rules to find happiness in life.  We follow the rules and God will provide the happiness.   “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”  

One of Satan’s greatest lies that he will bombard you with every day you live is this lie:  He will tell you constantly, “There is not enough time, there are not enough resources, there is not enough energy in your life to both follow God’s ways and attain your desires.”  Satan wants to convince you that it is a matter of quantity.  You can’t have both.  When in reality it is a matter of priority--put first things first, and God will take care of the rest.  

This is why we should always remember the lesson of the “Walnuts and the Rice.”  If you come into my office you will see this jar on one of the shelves in my office.  We have two things here:  Rice, this represents the things that we need, the things we think we have to have in life—our desires.  Here they are.  This bowl is filled with walnuts.  These walnuts represent the things that God wants us to have in our lives, the things he says are important for our lives.  Here’s the question:  Can all of this fit into this jar?  This jar represents your life.  So you take your life and the first thing you do, of course, is you put in all the things that you want in life.  You’ve got to get these things first, right?  That’s what we’re told, “You sure can’t trust God to do things his way.”  So we make sure that everything we want to have, everything we want to accomplish goes into our life first.  And it’s a pretty full life really.  There it is.  But, there’s a little bit left over so I can maybe put some of the things that God wants in my life.  So, I’ll take a couple things—go to church on Christmas, Easter, send Christmas cards.  “Sorry God, that’s all I can fit in.”  I’ve got everything I want in here; you’ve got everything you want in your life; and you’ve actually found room to put in a few things that God wants you to have as well—a few of his blessings, and who actually needs the rest of these.  That’s really the only temptation Satan ever brings to us—you can’t trust God to do things his way.  So that’s the way most people pack their lives.

But Jesus says, “Seek first, seek first, the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you as well.”  So the interesting thing is you take all the things God wants in your life and you trust them.  You say, “Ok, I’m going to do, Lord, what you say, and I’m going to do it first.  Everything you want comes first.”  (The walnuts are put in the jar.)  “And once I have everything God wants to be in my life, then I’ll start pouring in my desires.”  (The rice is added to the jar.)  Mix things up--little bit of the excitement of life.  (Add the rest of the rice.)  If you ever come into my office this is sitting on the shelf there--been there for over twenty years.  It’s my constant reminder:  “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these other things will be yours as well.”  It all fits in, if we do it in the proper order.  Amen
