Sunday 15 February 2009 : 
Matthew 4 : 1-11  [p. 967]

Oh no, I hear you say. He’s on about Jesus being tempted in the desert, and we never even got our pancakes on Tuesday. No, you’re all right, you haven’t missed Shrove Tuesday, and it isn’t even due up this week, but as I don’t see you next Sunday I thought we’d get into the temptation narratives today. Look at the sequence of events as mapped out by Matthew. Jesus is baptised by John, God speaks from Heaven in an audible voice to identify Jesus as His Son, and then, right away, Jesus is tempted.
Things happened in this order for a reason. For 30 years, Jesus, the Son of God, the Christ, which means the Anointed One, has been keeping his head down in the rural backwater of Galilee, growing up in a loving and devout Jewish home, working for a living as a joiner and building contractor, waiting for the time appointed by the Father in Heaven to declare His hand, and then to step out of the shadows.

This happens on the momentous day He steps into the river to be baptised by John – an event which, you remember, bamboozled John completely. Surely the last thing God’s Son needed was to be baptised for the remission of sin? But Jesus insists. And it’s not just that Jesus feels he must fully identify himself with the human race. Coming to earth in flesh and blood does that in spades without any religious ritual.

For me, the purpose of Jesus being baptised isn’t to change Jesus but to change baptism itself. It is no longer something to be done with a backward glance, ritual washing away of the sins of the past. Now, it’s to be done looking forward in faith, to sharing in the death and resurrection of Jesus and the new and everlasting life that Jesus brings. 
John, remember, prophesied that whereas he baptised only with water, Jesus would baptise with the Holy Spirit. No longer a mere outward sign for a passing moment, but the inward reality of new beginning forever. And we see here the Holy Spirit Himself comes in the form of a dove to confirm God’s commissioning of His Son for the task of saving the human race from our own selfishness, stubbornness and stupidity, a task that would take 3 intense years of ministry, then the final dramatic showdown of Calvary.

Another effect of the baptism of Jesus is that it set the alarm bells ringing in the pits of hell, because Satan, the enemy of God’s people, knew that now his uninterrupted easy ride was over. No longer would he be able to go on unchallenged, dishing out misery and misfortune, strife and suffering, disease and dissension, to the human race. It was God’s appointed time for the curse that fell on humanity through Adam’s capitulation to temptation, to be reversed through a second Adam’s resistance to temptation.

We read in Hebrews 4.15 : Jesus was tempted in every way as we are, yet without sin. If anything, that verse understates the case. New Testament scholar Paddy Best used to put it like this : If I stepped into the ring with a heavyweight champion boxer, I would never know the full force of his ability. One punch, and I’d be down and out. But to stay 15 rounds with him, to take his best shots and still beat him, that’s real victory. 

And so it is with temptation. For most of us, as it was with Adam, one subtle suggestion and we’re floored. Our teeth are sunk into that forbidden fruit before we’ve even fully thought it through. But Jesus knew what temptation was all about, he was tested to the absolute limit, and yet stayed resolute, without sin. Be in no doubt, the temptations that came the way of Jesus were genuine, and they were substantial.

Note [Matthew 4.1] that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. This was no accidental encounter. Don’t try this at home, viewers, but Jesus went looking for the enemy to face him down. Notice also that Jesus fasted for 40 days out there. What’s that all about? Fasting is a spiritual discipline which, or so I am reliably informed, it being nosebleed territory [!], concentrates the mind wonderfully on God.
But why 40 days? Because, medically, I understand, 40 days is the limit the human body can stand without food before it starts cannibalising itself and doing irreparable damage to itself. And so, at the point when Satan comes at him, Jesus is, physically speaking, on the edge of meltdown. Never forget that, although in Jesus was the fullness of the godhead made known [Colossians 1.19], he was also fully human. 

This was not God at a fancy-dress party, pretending to be human but not being so in reality. Hebrews 2.14 : just as God’s children have flesh and blood, so Jesus too shared our humanity so that by his death, he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is the devil. Jesus was the real deal. Jesus felt pain. Jesus got hungry. 

And now I want you to use your imagination and set the scene for this encounter. Here is Jesus, in the desert, having endured 40 days of baking heat by day and chilling cold by night, 40 days when not a morsel of food had passed his lips, 40 days without a cosy bed, a refreshing shower, an encouraging word from another human being. Jesus was, at that moment, as weak and vulnerable as he could ever possibly be.
And then, picture in your head the devil, swanning on to the scene, tucking into a fish supper with lashings of salt and vinegar and nippy sauce, maybe even a pickled onion. Think of the devil shoving that appetising dish under Jesus’ nose so that the wonderful aroma filled his nostrils and sent his tastebuds into overdrive. Talk about rubbing it in.
And do you know something? Your eternal destiny was decided at that very moment. Had Jesus stuck out his hand into that brown paper package, grabbed a single chip, and stuffed it into his mouth – and no-one here today could possibly have spoken a single word of criticism if he had done so – that would have been it. The game would have been a bogey. God’s salvation plan in tatters, and there was no Plan B.

Just as the paradise of Eden was blown to smithereens by a single bite of a single piece of fruit, so too the ministry of the Messiah would have been sunk without trace over a single solitary chip. You’re looking at me as if to say : Come on, Frank, that’s taking it way to extreme. Surely God wouldn’t have blown Jesus off just for that. But let’s think seriously for a moment exactly what was going on here. 

The issue was not the chip, any more than the issue with Adam & Eve was the piece of fruit. The issue was one of authority. In Eden, it was disobedience. Adam and Eve went against the one command God had given them, and with that decision to listen to, and act upon, the wrong voice, they effectively handed over control of the universe to the devil. What? Yes, the one you choose to obey is the one who controls your life.

If you have a look sometime at Deuteronomy 28, the farewell sermon of Moses to the people of Israel before Joshua would lead them into the Promised Land, you will see in the plainest possible terms that obedience to God brings in its wake every imaginable blessing, and disobedience brings in its wake every imaginable curse. That was the principle established in the Garden of Eden, and it governs the whole Old Testament.

Had Jesus, even at this moment of extreme physical and mental weakness, when every fibre of his human flesh nature would have screamed : Yes! Feed me! Feed me! : had he at that moment succumbed to that temptation, however reasonable it may have seemed, he would have confirmed that principle of death. He would have confirmed the practice of turning aside and following the goading of the devil at the insistence of the flesh.
The breakthrough for the human race could only come if Jesus could break that age-old deadlock, by letting love and honour for God overrule the spoilt brat that is our flesh. And he did. How? By turning to the Word of God. It is written : man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God [Deuteronomy 8.3].
Remember Jesus was human. His flesh would have screamed at him even as he said it. His empty stomach would have howled in protest. Yet he made the decision to allow the Word of God to take authority over the tyranny of the flesh. At his weakest moment Jesus overcame the devil’s most subtle and most reasonable temptation, and at that very moment the ultimate victory was assured. Having won that battle over the Auld Enemy, Jesus established the benchmark for the future. It was all over for the devil right then.

Oh yes, he came up with two other temptations, but – unlike the one to eat – the content of them was self-evidently sinful, and Jesus was never going to buy into that. The devil had played his strongest card, and Jesus trumped it by the authority of God’s Word. This incident is often described as spiritual D-Day, the irreversible turning point in the war for our future. There would be many painful and bloody skirmishes afterwards, but they could never influence the result. Even the crucifixion would become a coronation.

I guess that you will never eat another fish supper without thinking of today’s message. I hope also that you will never forget that the way to deal with temptation, of any kind, at any time, is to stand on the authority of God’s Word, knowing that you and the Lord together make a winning combination over any garbage the devil can ever throw at you. 

Being an overcomer is our birthright, but we have to walk in victory, and be prepared to tell our human flesh, time and time again, to sit down and shut up, and let the scriptures be the governing authority in our life. If it was good enough for Jesus …!!! 
