Whatever Happened to Sin #10

“The Enticement of Sin”

Hebrews 4:15

Passion Week is upon us, or as one historian puts it, “the week that changed the world.”  Beginning on Palm Sunday and culminating on Easter Sunday, the final days and hours of our Lord’s life on earth have captured man’s attention.  The Gospels themselves devote considerable space to this week, with John’s Gospel dedicating half of its chapters to these events.


We can probably recite most, if not all of what happened between Palm Sunday and Easter.  Jesus rides into Jerusalem on a donkey on Palm Sunday as the crowds wave palm branches and shout, “Hosanna!”  Jesus later throws out the merchants who had set up shop in the Temple.  Judas meets secretly with the chief priests and agrees to betray Jesus.  Later in the week Jesus celebrates Passover with His disciples—which would become known as “The Last Supper.”  Immediately after that He took them to the Garden of Gethsemane to pray.  Judas leads the Temple police to the Garden where Jesus is arrested.  After a series of kangaroo courts lasting all night Jesus is taken to Pontius Pilate, where eventually He is scourged and condemned to death.  Crucified at Calvary, Jesus lays down His life as a sacrifice for the sins of mankind.  He is then buried in a borrowed tomb, but on Sunday morning He arises from the dead.


These are all familiar stories, and have been the subjects of countless Passion Week sermons throughout the centuries.  But one part of this monumental week is not addressed as often, and that is temptation.  We read in our Scripture reading that Jesus “has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin” (Heb. 4:15).  But how often do we consider the ways in which Jesus was tempted in those final days and hours leading up to His death?  And how does His response to those temptations apply to us today?

The Various Voices of Temptation

Temptation is, of course, the invitation to do wrong.  Throughout Jesus’ life He encountered the various voices of temptation.  Probably the most familiar of these instances occurs in Matthew 4:1-10,

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’”

Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”

Only three temptations.  But these temptations form a recurring pattern of ways in which Satan tries to lure people into sin.  Consider the very first temptation back in the Garden of Eden:

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it (Gen. 3:6).


I believe this verse is a profound commentary on the nature of temptation and sin.  Put together with 1 John 2:16, and the three-fold pattern comes into focus:

For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world [kjv].

Do you see the connection?  G. Campbell Morgan explains:

The woman saw three things; that it was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes; and that it was desirable in order to make one wise. Let me interpret the story of Genesis by the language of the…Apostle John. The lust of the flesh; she saw that it was good for food. The lust of the eyes; she saw that it was pleasant to the eyes. The [pride] of life; she saw that it was to be desired to make one wise. That was the threefold human emotion under the spell and power of which man capitulated in the presence of temptation.


Self-pleasure; self-promotion; self-preservation—these three categories contain most temptations we will encounter.  Now consider the temptation of Christ in Matthew 4: Satan tempted Jesus to turn stones into bread—the lust of the flesh, or self-pleasure; then he tempted Jesus to make a public spectacle of His divine power by jumping off the highest point of the Temple and allowing the angels to protect Him—the pride of life, or self-preservation; then Satan offered Him all of the kingdoms of the world—the lust of the eyes, or self-promotion.  Just as sin has at its very core selfishness, so temptation appeals to the self at every opportunity.


“But what’s wrong with that?” someone might object.  “What’s wrong with pleasing oneself or promoting oneself or preserving oneself?  Isn’t self-preservation the strongest of all human drives?  How can that be sinful?”


In and of themselves, those things are not always wrong.  But when the desire to please, promote, or even preserve self comes before God and others, then it becomes wrong.  As Bernard Ramm points out, 

To tempt is to represent an evil as a good. Sin in its true nature may be ugly, brutal, or destructive. In the experience of temptation [though,] sin is represented as fun, pleasur​able, exciting, rewarding, maturing, or daring—anything but its true nature.


Isn’t that usually the case?  Temptation takes an indirect approach to the person, which is part of its complexity. It is rarely an experience in which right and wrong, good and evil, or the truth and lie confront the self outright. Temptation is seductive, and the very structure of seduction is indirection. When the serpent told Eve that if she ate of the fruit of the tree she “shall be like God,” the maximum case of indirection appears. The notion of being like God and making one’s own autonomous decision masked the great injury that would come to Eve if she yielded to the temptation.
  Satan is a liar, and he always promotes sin as positive and pleasing when it is in fact dangerous and destructive.


But the temptation of Jesus did not stop at the end of Matthew chapter four.  Throughout His life and ministry Jesus was confronted by opportunities to please, promote, and preserve Himself in ways that went against the plan of the Father.  And not all of these enticements came directly from the Devil.


How many times in the Gospels did the crowds want to make Jesus their king, even by force? But Jesus resisted that route to self-promotion. How many opportunities did Jesus have to use His divine power to make things easier or nicer for Himself? Jesus did not live a life of luxury and ease. Yet at the mention of a word, He could have had anything He pleased! How many of us could have resisted that temptation?


Yet the strongest temptations Jesus had to face dealt with self-preservation.  He knew why He had come to earth: He came to give His life as a sacrifice for sin.  As God He knew what lay ahead for Him; as man He shrank from the suffering and ultimate death.  And He was not the only one who felt that way, as Matthew 16:21-23 records:

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” 

How painful that must have been for Jesus to realize that Satan was using one of His closest friends to tempt Him!  We, too, will find that, at times, our closest friends—even our Christian brothers and sisters—are being unwittingly used by Satan to tempt us with something good that keeps us from God’s best.

The Vital Victory over Temptation


This brings us to the events of Jesus’ final week of His earthly ministry.  Despite the triumphal entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday, He knew that by the end of the week He would be arrested, accused, abused, and ultimately condemned to a horrible death. Following the Last Supper we read in Luke 22:39-44,

Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives, and his disciples followed him. On reaching the place, he said to them, “Pray that you will not fall into temptation.”  He withdrew about a stone’s throw beyond them, knelt down and prayed, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”  An angel from heaven appeared to him and strengthened him. And being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground. 

We emphasize the divinity of Christ (and rightly so), but we can forget about His human side.  He knew what lie ahead; He knew that was why He came.  But in His humanity He dreaded it.  That was the anguish He felt in the Garden as He prayed.  The temptation was to preserve Himself from the sacrifice that lay ahead.  But in the Garden He resisted that temptation.


While still in the Garden praying, Judas Iscariot led the Temple police to Jesus, and Christ was arrested.  Matthew 26:51-54 records,

One of Jesus’ companions reached for his sword, drew it out and struck the servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear. “Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?” 

From the other gospels we know that it was Simon Peter who drew his sword and cut off the ear of Malchus, the high priest’s servant.  Jesus rebukes Peter and informs him, “Don’t you know that, with one word, I could have the armies of heaven at my defense?”  


Think about that!  At any point in this whole ordeal, Jesus could have said the word, and it would have all gone away.  He did not have to suffer; He did not have to die.  He did nothing to deserve this mistreatment. He could have made it disappear very easily.


I had a friend from my home church, the same age as me, who went into the Navy.  Eventually he trained to become a Navy SEAL.  The qualifying regimen was physically brutal, pushing each candidate beyond what they thought they could handle.  But the hardest part of the training, he related later, was the knowledge that at any time, you could inform the commanding officer that you were finished, and you would be removed from the training without any argument, criticism, or mark on your record.  The easy way out was always before them, and only the strongest could resist that temptation.


Jesus had that same opportunity.  Even while He was hanging on the cross He had the power and authority to end it all.  Mark 15:27-32 tells us, 

They crucified two robbers with him, one on his right and one on his left.  Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads and saying, “So! You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, come down from the cross and save yourself!”  In the same way the chief priests and the teachers of the law mocked him among themselves. “He saved others,” they said, “but he can’t save himself! Let this Christ, this King of Israel, come down now from the cross, that we may see and believe.” Those crucified with him also heaped insults on him.


Do you think that Jesus could have come down from the cross and saved Himself? Of course He could have!  Do you think Jesus could have shut the mouths of His critics at any time?  Certainly!  


Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “The temptation of Christ was harder, unspeakably harder, than the temptation of Adam.”
  This is because Adam succumbed to the temptation, at which point the struggle against it ceased.  By resisting all the way until death, Jesus fought the ultimate battle, and won a vital victory over temptation.  It is a victory He invites us to share with Him in our own lives.


Yes, it is true that on the cross of Calvary Jesus died for our sins.  We have forgiveness and salvation through the sacrifice He made.  That we celebrate on Good Friday and Easter.


But there is more.  As Hebrews 5:7-9 points out,

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission. Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.


“He learned obedience from what he suffered.” How? By resisting the temptations that He encountered. Saying “Yes” to God means saying “No” to Satan, self, and sin. And that is a constant struggle we all face.


Through the life and death of Jesus we learn much about the enticement of sin.  There are various voices of temptation—sometimes from our enemies, but also sometimes from our friends and loved ones—that appeal to the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life.  Self-promotion, self-pleasure, and self-preservation call out to us continuously.  “If it feels good, do it!” has become the motto of our age.  And we also learn that temptation is not always a choice between good and bad; sometimes it is a choice between good and better or between good and best.  The “good” can be the enemy of God’s best, at which point it becomes temptation to sin.

We also learn through Christ of the vital victory over temptation.  Jesus resisted the temptation to sin at every turn, and He gives us both the energy and the example to likewise resist temptation in our own lives.  Bonhoeffer writes about this triumph:

By the temptation of Jesus Christ the temptation of Adam is brought to an end. As in Adam’s temptation all flesh fell, so in the temptation of Jesus Christ all flesh has been snatched away from the power of Satan. For Jesus Christ wore our flesh, he suffered our temptation, and he won the victory from it. Thus today we all wear the flesh which in Jesus Christ vanquished Satan. Both our flesh and we have conquered in the temptation of Jesus. Because Christ was tempted and overcame, we can pray: ‘Lead us not into temp​tation.’ For the temptation has already come and been con​quered. He did it in our stead.


And so this week, as we reflect on the life and death of our Lord Jesus Christ, let us appreciate anew His steadfast resistance of temptation right to the very end.  Let us learn from His example how we, too, can experience this victory in our lives.  There is no excuse for any child of God to continue to fall into temptation.  The victory has already been won!  Christ has conquered sin as well as death and the grave!  He invites us to share in that victory and live in His triumph over temptation.
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