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MATTHEW 4: 1-11

THERE is one thing which we must carefully note right at the beginning of our study of the temptations of Jesus, and that is the meaning of the word to tempt. The Greek word is peirazein. In English the word tempt has a uniformly and consistently bad meaning. It always means to entice a man to do wrong, to seek to seduce him into sin, to try to persuade him to take the wrong way. But peirazein has a quite different element in its meaning. It means to test far more than it means to tempt in our sense of the word.

Temptation is not the penalty of being a human, temptation is the glory of being a human. It is the test which comes to a person whom God wishes to use. So, then, we must think of this whole incident, not so much the tempting, as the testing of Jesus.

We have to note further where this test took place. It took place in the wilderness. It stretches over an area of thirty-five by fifteen miles.

It is an area of yellow sand, of crumbling limestone, and of scattered shingle. It is an area of contorted strata, where the ridges run in all directions as if they were warped and twisted. The hills are like dust heaps; the limestone is blistered and peeling; rocks are bare and jagged; often the very ground sounds hollow when a foot or a horse's hoof falls upon it.

THE ATTACK OF THE TEMPTER

THE tempter launched his attack against Jesus along three lines, and in every one of them there was a certain inevitability.

(i) There was the temptation to turn the stones into bread. The desert was littered with little round pieces of limestone rock which were exactly like little loaves; even they would suggest this temptation to Jesus.

It was a temptation to Jesus to use his powers selfishly and for his own use, and that is precisely what Jesus always refused to do. There is always the temptation to use selfishly whatever powers God has given to us.

God has given everyone a gift, and everyone can ask one of two questions. They can ask, " What can I make for myself out of this gift? " or, " What can I do for others with this gift? " This kind of temptation can come out in the simplest thing. A person may possess, for instance, a voice which is good to hear; they may thereupon " cash in on it ", and refuse to use it unless they are paid. 

(ii) So the tempter renewed his attack from another angle. In a vision he took Jesus to the pinnacle of the Temple.

There were two good reasons why Jesus should not adopt that course of action. First, he who seeks to attract people to him by providing them with sensations has adopted a way in which there is literally no future. The reason is simple. To retain his power he must produce ever greater and greater sensations.

Wonders are apt to be nine day wonders. This year's sensation is next year's commonplace. A gospel founded on sensationalism is doomed to failure. 

Second, that is not the way to use the power of God. " You shall not put the Lord your God to the test," said Jesus (Deuteronomy 6: 16). He meant this; there is no good seeing how far you can go with God; there is no good in putting yourself deliberately into a threatening situation, and doing it quite recklessly and needlessly, and then expecting God to rescue you from it.

God expects a person to take risks in order to be true to him, but he does not expect them to take risks to enhance their own prestige. 

Jesus refused the way of sensations because he knew that it was the way to failure—it still is.

Cf: Gimmicks in worship = A balance needs to be found.

(iii) So the tempter tried his third avenue of attack. It was the world that Jesus came to save, and into his mind there came a picture of the world. The tempting voice said: " Fall down and worship me, and I will give you all the kingdoms of this world."

Had not God himself said to his chosen one,'' Ask of me and I will make the nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession "? (Psalm 2:8).

What the tempter was saying was, " Compromise! Come to terms with me! Don't pitch your demands quite so high! Wink just a little at evil and questionable things—and then people will follow you in their hordes." This was the temptation to come to terms with the world, instead of uncompromisingly presenting God's demands to it. It was the temptation to try to advance by retreating, to try to change the world by becoming like the world.

Cf: Churches that are growing refuse to apologise for the faith. Rather they tell it in a biblical way eg: Tithing.

Back came Jesus' answer: " You shall fear the Lord your God; you shall serve him and swear by his name " (Deuteronomy 6: 13). 

