A Man Like No Other #2

“Passing the Test of Temptation”

Matthew 4:1-11

I never cease to be amazed at how God works!


Last November we began this survey into the life and ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ. A few months before we launched a series of messages from the letter to the Hebrews. At no time did I intend (or even imagine) that these separate studies would fit together. Yet last Sunday evening I preached a sermon from Hebrews about how Jesus learned obedience through suffering. I called that message, “With Christ in the School of Hard Knocks,” for we also learn obedience through tough—even painful—situations. Now this morning we arrive at an incident in the life of Jesus that illustrates this point. I call this message, “Passing the Test of Temptation.” As we will see, this account is much more than a historic story of something that happened two thousand years ago; it provides a heavenly strategy for something that happens to all of us on a daily basis.


In our previous message we witnessed the baptism of Jesus, the inauguration of His public ministry. We might expect Him to immediately begin teaching the multitudes, healing the sick, performing other miracles. Instead we find Matthew, Mark, and Luke all recording that Jesus went from the public announcement of who He was to a return to private anonymity, this time in the desert of Judea. Our text today is Matthew 4:1-11,

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.﻿’” 

Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him.
Mark’s account of this event is very brief compared with Matthew and Luke. While much of the same material is found in the two longer versions, Luke reverses the order of the last two temptations, perhaps for topographical or systematic reasons. Most scholars agree that Matthew’s order is correct.

Three Basic Considerations about Temptation


Before we examine the specific enticements Jesus encountered in the desert, I’d like to begin with three basic considerations about temptation in general. Hopefully this can clear up any potential misunderstandings about the subject in the biblical era as well as our own.


First, God does not tempt anyone to sin. James 1:13 clearly states, “When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.” Because God is holy, He can have nothing to do with sin. This reflects the most common meaning of the word as “an enticement to do wrong.”
 


“Wait a minute!” you might object. “Genesis 22:1 says, ‘And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham.’ How does that fit with James 1:13?” It is true that the King James Version uses this wording. But the niv phrases it, “Some time later God tested Abraham.” How can this be? The original verb rendered “tempt” means “to try to learn the nature or character of some​one or something by submitting such to thorough and extensive testing.”
 God was not luring Abraham to do evil but rather to demonstrate his faith.


This helps us understand how Matthew could write, “Then Jesus was led by the Spirit…” Mark 1:12 uses even stronger language, literally rendered, “The Spirit drove him into the desert…” The Spirit did not tempt Jesus to sin—all three Synoptic Gospels are clear that Satan did the tempting—but even the temptation was within God’s plan and purpose. It did not just happen that Jesus men Satan and was tempted. As G. Campbell Morgan puts it, “Jesus went into the wilderness under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to find the devil.”
 Once again we see that God can use the efforts of evil people—even of Satan himself—to set forward His purposes.


Second, Satan is the one who tempts us to sin. The Bible does not recognize impersonal “forces” behind evil, but rather a personal being that opposes God and all who follow Him.
 And he doesn’t run around in a red suit with horns and a pointy beard, looking to poke people with a pitchfork! Satan is a very powerful, intelligent, cunning creature—much more so that we are. Peter describes him as “prowl[ing] around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). To deny the personality of Satan is to deny Scripture.
 We ought to take him seriously.


We cannot, however, blame our falling into sin on Satan. Flip Wilson’s line, “The devil made me do it!” has no truth. Which leads us to the third basic consideration about temptation, namely we are the ones who choose to sin. I read earlier from James 1:13 that God does not tempt anyone to sin; verse 14 completes the thought: “but each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.” Chuck Swindoll observes,

The next time you find yourself ready to implicate God in your struggle with sensuality, don’t waste your time. You have been “carried away” and “enticed” by your own lust. It’s like those bank robberies we’ve read about—it’s always an “inside job.” You’ll have to take the rap because you alone are responsible.


Satan presents the temptation to sin, packaged up pretty, but we are responsible for the decision we make. Temptations come like the proverbial fork in the road. We determine our destiny by how we respond.
 And how we respond is our responsibility—not our parents, our peers, our environment, or our genetic makeup. 


I do believe that each person has a unique sin nature, even as each of us has a distinct personality and genetic pattern. Even as a seasoned fisherman knows that no one bait will attract all kinds of fish, we know that not all sin tempts everyone equally. We all have temptations that are more difficult to resist than others, and these depend on the desires within our hearts, as James pointed out.
 This is not an excuse to give in to those sins we find most enticing, but rather present us a greater challenge in those areas where we are weakest. Trust me, Satan knows where they are, and he will come after them! The enemy knows exactly when you and I are most vulnerable. He knows to look patiently for that chink in our armor where we’re most exposed.


One final thought before moving on: Temptation is not sin. Being tempted without succumbing to the temptation is not sin.
 Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin,” according to Hebrews 4:15. We can give in to temptation in our hearts—Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount that to hate or lust in the heart was just as sinful in God’s eyes as murder and adultery—but the mere temptation to hate or lust is not sin. 

Three Basic Categories of Temptation

Returning to our text we discover three basic categories of temptation. When the author of Hebrews claimed that Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin,” he obviously did not mean that Jesus suffered every imaginable temptation during His life on earth. He could not have faced the temptations of a married man, a woman, or an elderly adult, since He never experienced those situations. 

Rather, I believe he is saying that Jesus faced every kind or type of temptation. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 10:13, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.” Temptations come packaged in varied shapes, sizes, and colors, but most of them fall into one of three cate​gories. I believe the apostle John provides the three categories in 1 John 2:16, and I like the wording of the King James Version: “the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.” One author calls this “the evil trilogy” of temptation.

Consider the enticement of Eve in the Garden using these categories: according to Genesis 3:6 the fruit from the forbidden tree was “good for food” (the lust of the flesh), “pleasant to the eye” (the lust of the eyes) and would “make one wise” (the pride of life). In Jesus’ case, John Phillips describes these temptations as “instant food, instant fame, and instant fortune.”
 Now consider the temptations that plague your life. I’ll bet each one fits into one of these areas: it looks good, it feels good, or it makes me look good. 

Let’s take a deeper look at the temptations Jesus faced.

Matthew 4:2-3 record, “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 had spent forty days and nights fasting from food (unlike some religious fasts which are from sunrise to sunset, after which the person may eat all they want!) The words “he was hungry” may qualify for understatement of the year! 

In that state Satan comes along and suggests that Jesus turn the stones on the ground into bread to eat. The introductory words, “If You are the Son of God,” do not imply doubt. They actually mean, “Since You are the Son of God.” The devil is alluding to the words of the Father to Jesus at the baptism, “This is My beloved Son.” He uses a Greek construction that assumes the statement is true and thus he calls on Jesus to exercise His divine power to appease His human hunger, the “lust of the flesh.”
 

“What’s wrong with that?” we might wonder. “Why would it be wrong for Him to use His supernatural power to satisfy His hunger? There’s nothing wrong with eating food! Didn’t Jesus later supernaturally multiply a few loaves and fish to feed thousands? How can this be a temptation to sin?”

This is the subtlety of the temptation: Satan suggested to Christ that He should satisfy a perfectly legitimate craving. The evil of the temptation lies within the fact that he suggested that He do a right thing in a wrong way, to satisfy a lawful appetite in an illegal fashion, to use the privileges of His Sonship to violate its responsibilities.

We face similar temptations ourselves. We have to eat, but stealing food is sin. We are created with sexual appetites, but to satisfy those cravings outside of God’s boundaries is sin. We all have to sleep, but sleeping in on Sunday mornings…whoa, I’d better watch it there! To live for the gratification of natural desires, to choose a pathway of comfort instead of seeking the kingdom of God and His righteousness—this is sin! The devil says, “You have to live, don’t you?”
 The truth is, we’d be better off dying in obedience to God than living in disobedience to Him. Think about that!

Warren Wiersbe writes,

When we put our physical needs ahead of our spiritual needs, we sin. When we allow circumstances to dictate our actions, instead of following God’s will, we sin. Jesus could have turned the stones into bread, but He would have been exercising His powers independently of the Father; and He came to obey the Father.


This first temptation of Christ represents our temptations to commit sins that have to do with appetites. These sins are essentially physical. Bodily drives are not wrong; they are necessary to the preservation of life. But they must never be allowed to get out of hand or to control our lives.


For the second temptation we read in verses 5-6, 

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.’﻿﻿”


“The highest point of the temple” is probably referring to the top of what was known as Herod’s royal portico at the southeast corner of the temple enclosure. This was the greatest height around the temple and overlooked the Kidron valley, 450 feet below.
 “Take a flying leap!” Satan suggested. “Nothing bad will happen to you, since the Scriptures promise that the angels will keep you from stubbing your toe! Just think, you could be the first century Evel Kineval!” 


Satan was not merely offering a joyride jump here. The temptation was for Jesus to demonstrate that He was Messiah by performing a sensational stunt. Think of all the spectators! Surely they would flock to His side after such a miracle! “Just think, Jesus, You could achieve the glory without the suffering!

But this action would be outside the will of God. John describes this appeal as “the pride of life,” resembling the “tree desirable to make one wise” (Gen. 3:6) in the Garden of Eden, as both were a means of achieving personal glory in disregard of God’s will.

This second temptation of Christ represents our temptations to commit sins that have to do with acceptance, approval, and applause. The first temptation was along the line of the physical; the second was along the line of the psychological. We all have a legitimate psychological need to be accepted and a desire to be acclaimed. It is surprising what people will do to fulfill the desire. Even a small child will indulge in bad behavior to get attention, to be noticed. Some adults will go to extraordinary lengths to gain the approval of those whose applause is important to them. But psychological needs must never be allowed to get out of hand, just as we saw with physical needs above.


The third temptation is recorded in verses 8-9, “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.’” Here we have the “lust of the eyes,” the appeal of material possessions that look good.


“How could Satan offer Jesus the kingdoms of the world?” we may ask. “Isn’t Jesus called King of Kings and Lord of Lords? What is the temptation here?”


Satan may have been invoking the words of Psalm 2 in Jesus’ mind. After He was baptized by John, a voice from heaven called out, “This is my Son,” very similar to Psalm 2:6-7 which reads, “‘I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill’…He said to me, ‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’” The next two verses in Psalm 2 read, “‘Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance, the ends of the earth your possession. You will rule them with an iron scepter; you will dash them to pieces like pottery.’” Here God promises His Son the kingdoms of the world. But Jesus knew—as did Satan—that the Son had to bear the cross before He could wear the crown. And so the devil, in the words of G. Campbell Morgan, “…pointed out a short cut to a Divine destination.”
 There are no shortcuts to the will of God. As 1 Peter 5:10 tells us, if we want to share in the glory, we must also share in the suffering.

“The lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.” Instant food, instant fame, and instant fortune. What feels good, what looks good, and what makes me look good. These are the basic categories of temptation. Sometimes the connection is subtle—for example, the sin of worry we might initially say makes us feel bad, but it is grounded in the desire to control, which feels good! All sin falls into these three types.

Three Basic Counteractions against Temptation


So what can we do about it? I conclude with three basic counteractions against temptation. These are not easy—resisting Satan and his temptations are never easy—but they are effective.


The Christian life is not meant to be lived in defeat. When temptation to sin comes our way, we are not to give in with a shrug of the shoulders and say, “Well, no one’s perfect!” It is God’s will that we defeat temptation, and He gives us the resources needed to do it.


Through temptation Satan wants to make us sin; God wants to enable us to conquer sin. Satan wants to make us bad; God wants to make us good. Satan wants to weaken us spiritually; God wants us to become stronger through the ordeal. What Satan calls temptation God calls testing. Tempting seeks our defeat, testing seeks our victory.


With that in mind, here are three basic counteractions against temptation.


Awareness. Don’t be alarmed by temptation; anticipate it. We will never get to a point in this earthly life where we are protected from Satan’s assaults. Temptations begin as inner battles fought in the mind and as unseen struggles of the will. They attack in the deep recesses of the heart. Not even the monk in the remotest monastery is safe. He may think he’s protected, but his mind is there, where Satan is ready to paint the most colorful mental pictures imaginable. We can never get com​pletely away from temptation.

One of the great benefits of this account of Christ’s temptation lies in the fact that Jesus here dragged Satan into the light, and revealed to all His followers the method of his operations.
 Expecting temptation helps keep us alert for the spiritual battle.
 Paul wrote 2 Corinthians 2:11 that we need to stay alert “in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.”

Avoidance. “You just said we can never get completely away from temptation!” you might be thinking. And that is true. We can never, in this life, be out of reach of Satan’s schemes. But we need not put ourselves in a place where we know we will be tempted, especially in our weak areas. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:22, “Avoid every kind of evil.” Psalm 1:1 states, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” We may not be able to avoid temptation entirely, but we can avoid those who might help pull us into that sin. 


Perhaps the greatest single verse on the subject is found in 1 Corinthians 10:13,

No temptation has overtaken you but such as is com​mon to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it.

Temptation is tough, but it is not unbeatable! God is with us through it all. He is faithful. We may feel alone, but we are not alone. He places definite limitations on the attack, not allowing the magnet to be stronger than we can bear. And He also promised to provide “the way of escape” so that we aren’t totally surrounded and consumed by the temptation.
 When God provides and escape route, escape! Don’t hang around and see how long you can resist—get outta there! As Paul put it on several occasions, “Flee!”


Attack. I did not mention Jesus’ responses when considering the temptations of Satan in the desert, so let me address it now. Every time Jesus rejected temptation by quoting Scripture: anything that goes against what is written there must be resisted.
 I like how Morgan graphically says, “The flash of the sword is seen as He says, ‘It is written.’”

Interestingly, only one offensive weapon is part of our armor described in Ephesians 6:10-17, “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.” The Greek term translated “word” is the term meaning “saying.” It has ref​erence to something spoken. Let’s take that literally! Christ did. He actually stated the words from Scripture. He “wielded” the sword of the Spirit in the face of the tempter. If you want to stand strong against the magnetic, powerful lure of temptation, quote aloud the Word of God.


Remember this: At the core of every temptation is a lie. John 8:44-45 says of Satan, “there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” Jesus fought back the temptations of the devil with the truth. The most effective weapon in our arsenal against temptation is God’s Word. When you hear the temptation whispering falsehoods in your ear, wield your sword of truth, and watch the temptation retreat!
 


What can we learn from Jesus passing the test of temptation? We can learn the truth about temptation—God does not tempt us, Satan does, but we are responsible for how we choose—we can learn the types of temptation—what feels good, looks good, or makes us look good—and we can learn how to triumph over temptation—through awareness, avoidance, and attacking Satan’s lies with God’s truth. Most of all, we learn that because of Christ’s victory over temptation, we can have victory over the tempter.
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