1/10/10 Sermon:    “ Overcoming Temptation! ”

( 1 Corinthians 10:12-13;    Hebrews 4:14-16;    Luke 4:1-13 )

     Raise your hand if you’ve heard of Tiger Woods.  Tiger Woods became famous because of his second to none golf skills.  But recently Tiger Woods has been famous because of some sinful choices he made that have ruined his life and will likely lose him many endorsements.

     Raise your hand if you’ve heard of Michael Phelps.  Michael Phelps became famous for breaking the Olympic record set by Mark Spitz and winning 8 gold medals.  But not too long after Michael’s glorious Olympic achievement he was caught using illegal drugs.  He stained his reputation and also lost many potential endorsements.

     I could give you many more examples of famous people who were overcome by temptation and ruined their lives.  When we hear of things like this we are often overcome with the temptation to think like this:  “I can’t believe those people did that!  I would never do such things if I were in their position.  I would stand strong.  I would overcome!”
     That reminds me of what Peter said during the Last Supper.  Jesus had just told His disciples that one of them would betray Him.  Listen to what Peter said:  “Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.”  Then a few hours later Peter denied Jesus 3 times.
     When we are overcome by the temptation to think that we’re better than others, we need to remember these words of the Apostle Paul:  “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!”  Simply put, except by the grace of God, each and every one of us could have ended up like Tiger Woods or Michael Phelps or the Apostle Peter.
     In fact, we ARE just like them!  We are sinners, too!  If you examine your life you will have to admit that you have been overcome by temptation more times than you can count.  Now, you might be tempted to comfort yourself with the fact that no one else knows about some of your sins – but you forget that GOD knows!  We are no better than Tiger or Michael or Peter.  

     We must remember that there is only ONE who has never been overcome by temptation.  In our reading from Hebrews it says that Jesus “has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.”
     After Jesus was baptized the Holy Spirit led Him into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil for 40 days.  Why did the Father ask His Son to do this?  Simply put, Jesus did this so He could overcome temptation and the tempter for us!

     Luke records 3 temptations the devil uses to try to overcome Jesus.  First the devil says:  “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread.”  Jesus had eaten nothing for almost 40 days.  He was starving!  But His Father has asked Him to fast.  So Jesus responds:  “It is written:  “Man does not live on bread alone.”  Jesus knew that physical food does us no good if we turn our backs on God.

     During the second temptation the devil offers Jesus a life of splendor and power.  Why?  The devil knew the Father had asked Jesus to deny Himself – even to the point of dying on a cross.  So the devil offers Jesus a life of power and glory instead – if only Jesus will reject His Father and worship the devil.  But Jesus says:  “It is written:  Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.”   Jesus knows that all the pleasure and treasure of this world will do us no good if we reject God and trust the devil.
     The devil’s final temptation is especially deceptive.  The devil actually has the guts to quote Scripture to Jesus.  Of course, the devil quotes it out of context.  He misuses this Scripture in order to tempt Jesus to put His Father to the test.  The devil is trying to get Jesus to doubt His Father.  But Jesus responds:  “It says:  ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  Jesus knows that His Father will rescue Him in His time and in His way.

     Now, the final verse of our Gospel reading is very interesting!  Luke writes:  “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.”  Here we see that the devil was not finished tempting Jesus.  But what was that opportune time to tempt Jesus?

     Think about it.  When would Jesus be most vulnerable?  When would Jesus be most likely to say:  “That’s it!  I refuse to obey my Father any longer.  I’m going to do what I want to do!”  That opportune time was the cross!

     Just as Luke records 3 temptations from the devil while Jesus was in the wilderness, Luke also records 3 temptations from the devil while Jesus was on the cross.  The devil uses people who were present at Jesus’ crucifixion and through them the devil attempts to overcome Jesus.

     In Luke 23:35 it says:  “The people stood watching, and the rulers even sneered at him.  They said, ‘He saved others; let him save himself if he is the Christ of God, the Chosen One.’”  In Luke 23:36-37 it says:  “The soldiers also came up and mocked him.  They said, ‘If you are the king of the Jews, save yourself.’”  Finally, Luke 23:39 reads:  “One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him:  ‘Aren’t you the Christ?  Save yourself and us!’”
     How ironic!  The criminal asked Jesus to save him by using His power to stop the crucifixion.  Little did the criminal know that Jesus was saving him by NOT saving Himself!

     You see, the devil wanted Jesus to deny His Father’s will and turn away from the cross.  But Jesus was not overcome by the devil’s temptation.  Jesus overcame the tempter by obeying His Father’s will to the end.  Jesus did not save Himself so that He could save us from the devil’s accusations.

     You see, the devil acts like your best friend when he tempts you to sin.  He gets you to think that God is keeping you from doing what’s good and fun, and that the devil only wants what’s best for you.  

     But once you have been overcome by temptation the devil will then turn on you with all his rage and fury.  The devil will throw your sins back in your face and remind you how wicked you are and how God has every reason to hate you.

     Guess what.  The devil is right.  We are wicked and God does have every reason to hate us.  The devil should be able to mock us forever in hell.  But he won’t!  Why not?  Because the tempter has be overcome by Christ!  Jesus Himself has taken the guilt of your sin and suffered hell for you.  God’s own Son suffered the damnation you deserve.

     That’s why Jesus is our only refuge against the devil.  If you trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior, then the devil can’t condemn you.  You can confess to God all the times you’ve been overcome by temptation, and you can have the confidence that you are completely forgiven and holy before God because of Jesus.  The devil can accuse you all he wants, but you are clean and innocent before God’s throne of grace.

     Now, another way that Jesus has overcome the devil is that He has taken away the devil’s power to tempt us.  When Jesus returns on the Final Day He will destroy the devil forever and never again will the tempter tempt God’s people.  However, you must understand that before that Final Day the devil continues to prowl around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour.

     So, how can you avoid being overcome by the devil’s temptations?  First, follow the example of Jesus in our Gospel reading.  Listen to these words from Ephesians chapter 6:  “Put on the whole armor of God so that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil … take … the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God, …”

     Did you hear that?  We should use God’s Word against the devil and the desires of our own sinful nature.  That means we should fill our hearts and minds with Holy Scripture.  We should hear, read and study the Bible as often as possible.  

     You must make the Word of God part of your daily spiritual diet and stop eating the spiritual junk food of this evil world.  If you can learn to quote God’s Word when faced with temptation, you will discover that you won’t have to be overcome so often.
     However, we must remember that no matter how hard we try; no matter how much we study God’s Word and apply it to our lives, we will always fall short of total victory.

     You see, unlike Jesus, we are sinners.  Sometimes we will be overcome by temptation, in spite of our best intentions and efforts.  Think about it.  Even if we can avoid all sinful behavior, we still have all those sinful desires lurking in our hearts and minds.

     Therefore, we must recognize that Jesus does so much more than simply give us an example to follow.  Jesus is first and foremost the One who has overcome temptation and the tempter FOR US!

     Jesus went into the wilderness to reverse the curse that came from Adam and Eves’ sin in the Garden.  Jesus overcame temptation FOR YOU.  Jesus has clothed you with His own sinless perfection.  Therefore, when God looks at you, God does not see a sinner who has been overcome by temptation.  No!  When God looks at you, He sees JESUS!

     My friends, we sinners face temptations every day.  That is why we must trust in the One who has overcome temptation for us.  One day Jesus will return in power and glory, and then He will destroy the devil forever.  Until that Final Day, remember that Jesus has overcome temptation for you!

Amen! 
