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Lent began this week – to many believers with “sooty” foreheads as they knelt on Ash Wednesday to be reminded that we are dust, and to dust we shall return.   We are humans, only mortals; we are not God. 

This first Sunday in Lent prompts us to think about temptation which some call a flirtatious reality. There’s a bumper sticker that reads “Lead Me Not into Temptation: I Will Find It Myself.”   We all know that is true. 
Most of our temptations stem from real legitimate needs.  All of us have certain desires, wants, needs, both physical and emotional. We crave food when we are hungry. We need companionship, acceptance, approval of others, love and appreciation. These are real needs. And even our wants are not necessarily sinful. How then do they become sinful?

 Today’s Gospel lesson deals with temptation. Like the second creation story with Adam and Eve, it is about wrestling with temptation and evil and taking responsibility for one’s actions.  Both of these stories are central to what we believe because they answer the question, "Who am I?"  They remind us who we are and where we come from.   

In his earthly life Jesus wrestled with temptations every day just as we do. His struggles are universal in us. In the wilderness he was tempted to “play God” but he didn’t.  He gave up all of his power.  

American psychologist and Biblical scholar John Stroop says that Lent is a good time as any for us to go into our own personal deserts and undergo our own forms of rehab; like Jesus, we, too, make choices about how we use our own power.  We are tempted by a quick fix, by the kind of instant gratification that does an end-run on our need to trust God’s Word over the long haul.     

There is a best seller titled “Your Best Life NOW “ written by mega church pastor and inspirational TV host Joel Osteen whose Texas church boasts a weekly worship attendance of approximately 30,000 worshippers.  The thesis of his book tells how to get God to serve the demands of self-centered individuals. Osteen tells readers that God wants them to prosper, offering examples of obtaining an elegant mansion or a larger salary (He cautions, "Don’t ever get satisfied with where you are.")  

I wonder if his book would sell as well if were titled  “Your Hard Life Now: Feasting on God’s Word in the Deserts of Life.”    On our Christian journey haven’t we sometimes heard that living lives of grace means living lives of suffering and self-denial.     

Jesus’ temptations are a microcosm of what we all face. We are all tempted to do silly things to test to see if God’s Word is true – maybe we don’t throw ourselves off high buildings but we have been known to pray things like, “O God, I know you love me and want the best for me, please give me this new job I want.” 

Sometimes we become angry at God because in our minds God didn’t come through a test that we set up – something like, “If my mother is healed from her illness, then I'll know God loves me. If my son comes back safely from overseas, then I'll know God is on my side. If I get the job that I’ve been praying for, then I’ll know that God cares about me.   

We trust God’s Word but aren’t there times when we would like to SEE God in action in ways that benefit us.  Aren’t we tempted to make the kingdoms of this world our own domains by taking shortcuts, telling little lies (or bigger ones), working ourselves half to death, engaging in unethical tactics - essentially bowing the knee to the false gods of money, success, power, and prestige. If God won’t put us on top, then we’ll get there on our own by doing whatever we can.   

How did Jesus handle the temptations of the world?  In the original Greek Jesus’ answer to the devil begins with but one word: GEGRAPTAI, “It is written.”  Jesus feasted on God’s Word instead of the quick and easy words by which he could have turned stones into bread. Remember at the end of Temptation #1, he was still very hungry.   

Jesus was right to not put God to the test and just trust that God’s care for him was every bit as powerful as he claimed it to be. But at the end of Temptation #2, his faith was still vulnerable to doubt—God hadn’t shown up.     

Jesus was right to refuse grabbing for the kingdoms of this world by worshiping that which must not be worshiped. But at the end of Temptation #3, He remained on a path that would led him to become the Lord of this world’s kingdoms but that path led straight to the crucifixion. 

That kind of faithfulness can lead to suffering and deprivation. That’s what makes the devil’s temptations so powerfully seductive in the first place. It’s a vicious cycle. Our hope in Lent [as it should be in all times] is to stick close to the Savior who has already promised in grace to stick close to us, even when we are hungry, uncertain, and walking a desert path that leads to a cross.     

C.S. Lewis said that Jesus was the only true realist when it comes to the genuine punch of temptation’s power.  Isn’t it true that the longer we hold out against a temptation, the more energy it takes to do so?  Leaving that piece of chocolate cake alone for hours, takes far more willpower and determination than if you resist it for only ten minutes and gobble it up.  

The longer we resist any temptation the more energy it requires to do so.  When someone quickly gives in to a temptation, such as that in sex or drugs he/she will often say, “It was too strong. I couldn’t resist.” In truth, this person has no idea how really strong the temptation was because its real power is revealed only the longer it lasts.  The more you hold out against a temptation the more strained your own resources become.   

Jesus had to hold out against temptation far longer than most people would or even could.  Yes, his divine power was an advantage it also revealed to Jesus just how strong the devil’s pull Jesus’  perfection meant both that he would never give in and that he would learn better than anyone else who ever lived just how strong the tug toward sin can be.

Frederick Bruner in his commentary notes that this is really the first story in Matthew about Jesus and it reveals that he is deeply a man of Scripture.   Over and over in the original Greek Jesus’ answer to the devil begins with but one word: GEGRAPTAI, “It is written.” 

Picture Jesus shouting out over and over, “WRITTEN!” when tempted by the devil.  Even when the devil quotes his own scripture, Jesus doesn’t engage him in theological debate or try to convince him how shallow his interpretations are.  Jesus allows the words to speak for themselves.  

It would naïve of us to say that the answer to all of our temptations is to quote an appropriate bible text. It might be more accurate to say that the answer every temptation is to bring to our minds the texts that have already come to live with us in the ordinary run of our lives; texts that are as second nature to us as they so clearly were to Jesus 

When we build our lives upon the truths in the Bible our lives become Spirit-filled. We ask questions such as :  Do I seek my own advantage? Do I want things for myself that others cannot have? Do I use the powers that God has given me--physical, financial, mental, spiritual, or whatever-- for myself or for the well being of others in the community?  

 GEGRAPTAI, “It Is Written.”  It is written that we are to use our spiritual gifts not for just our own use but in service to others.  Jesus refused to use his powers for himself. He used them for others.   It is written that in our weakness, God will come to us in strength. In our waywardness, God will move toward us with forgiveness.  May God be with us during these 40 days of Lent and teach us that, having repented and confessed our sin, we might eagerly receive your forgiveness.  GEGRAPTAI, “It Is Written.”   AMEN
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