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Matthew 4:1-11




Lent 1 ~ Series A ~ February 13, 2005

The Old Serpent vs. The One Still Wet Behind the Ears

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Matthew 4:1-11, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

On March 17, 2003, President George W. Bush issued the Iraqi government an ultimatum—either Saddam Hussein must resign or the United States and its allies would make a “regime change.”  Two days later an air strike was launched against the Iraqi leadership.  Ground forces began advancing the next day.  By mid-April, Hussein’s army and government had collapsed and the allies were in control of the major Iraqi cities.  On May 1, 2003, President Bush declared victory.

It didn’t take long to win the war, but that didn’t mean the bloodshed was suddenly over.  The troops couldn’t just pull out and come home.  In fact, in a few areas the fighting intensified and terrorists streamed in from around the Mideast, causing more American soldiers to lose their lives after the war than during.

But why?  If the war is over, why do some of the Saddam loyalists continue to hide out and conduct raids?  Why do terrorists from all over the world still come to Iraq?  (Pause) They know this is where they must make a stand.  If democracy gets a foothold in Iraq, it will make it more difficult for them to keep it from spreading to the rest of the region and they’ll lose their power base.  

But rest assured, I didn’t come here today to discuss Saddam Hussein, the war in Iraq, or Islamic fundamentalist terrorists.  No, I came to discuss a far more dangerous enemy, and a war with a greater number of casualties, one going on right here before our very eyes and in places that are invisible to mortal eyes.  Every time a man, woman, or child is received into Christ’s kingdom, a new battle begins in a war that’s been raging since the days of Adam and Eve.  

Having been rescued from the camp of the devil, it would now seem, at least to our limited human reason, that the Christian should be at ease and not have to engage in further struggles, especially with the Old Serpent.  But such is not the case.  It’s then that the real temptations begin and intensified battles are fought.
Picture a man of any age who’s just been baptized here at Trinity (Risen Savior).  Having heard the Good News of God’s love in Christ, he is given the Holy Spirit’s gift of faith.  He bears the seal of Him who died on the cross for the sins of the world and who rose again from the grave.  As far as being a Christian, he is still wet behind the ears as he raises his head from the baptismal waters.  Satan now has one less subject.  Therefore he will begin a relentless attack.  

In his thought-provoking book, The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis describes this truth in an imaginary letter from an experienced devil to his nephew, Wormwood, an apprentice devil, who has been assigned to watch over and keep a certain man away from the Enemy’s camp—away from God’s Church.  Wormwood has failed.  The man now belongs to God.  The letter arrives ...
“My dear Wormwood, I note with grave displeasure that your patient has become a Christian.  Do not indulge the hope that you will escape the usual penalties; indeed, in your better moments, I trust you would hardly even wish to do so.  In the meantime we must make the best of the situation.  There is no need to despair; hundreds of these adult converts have been reclaimed after a brief sojourn in the Enemy’s camp and are now with us.  All the habits of the patient, both mental and bodily, are still in our favour.”
“All the habits of the patient, both mental and bodily, are still in our favor.”  That’s why the Son of Mary, is standing in the Jordan River.  Indeed, here is the great Prize that, if won, would bring with Him all the others descended from Adam and Eve.  This Second Adam, who has come to do what the first Adam had not done, is the Great Domino.  For if He falls, all mankind will fall with Him.  

So, dear friends, the temptation of this Jesus would not be left to any lowly demon or apprentice devil.  Satan himself, the Tempter, that Serpent of old would assault this One who, although very God, became man to fulfill all righteousness. 

As soon as Jesus was baptized by John, He was driven into the wilderness by the Spirit.  The temptation of Jesus began when He was still wet behind the ears from His Baptism, and so it is with each person born again by water and the Spirit.  

The first temptation served up by Satan was one of want due to a deprivation of the body.  But it’s not just the satisfying of a hungry stomach that the devil was trying to accomplish.  The first temptation puts into question God’s love for you and intends to lead you to despair.  “If you are a Christian, how come you’re hungry?  How come you have to do without, when so many others have so much?”
A host of such questions can assault the Christian—all intended to lead you to despair.  To drive you to doubt and rejection, where you answer your questions something like this: “I’m hungry because God has forgotten me.  I’m in financial straits or poor health because God simply does not care about me.  I watched a TV evangelist and she said if I had enough faith I would have lots of money and would be cured.  I’m not sure that God’s Word has been of any benefit to me.”
You see, the first temptation doesn’t really have to do with food at all.  Satan was using a physical need to be the means for doubting God and His Word.  He tempts by saying, “Forget about the Word and go for bread.  Live for today and satisfy the cravings of your body.”  

Yes, there is a satisfaction that occurs when God’s Word is cast aside and is replaced by physical needs.  However, it only lasts for a time.  Even if we’re able to make bread from stones, there is a limit.  We’ll either run out of stones or run out of time.  In either case, there’s not a crumb left for you throughout all eternity.
So the voice whispers in the wilderness, “Hey, Jesus, if You are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.  Isn’t it obvious that God has driven You out here in this desert and abandoned You?  Oh, it was great back there when You were baptized and You heard His voice, but that was then and this is now.  If you’re hungry and if you’re able to do something about it, I suggest that you forget about what God says and begin doing it for yourself.”
But Jesus answered, “It is written, ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  Earthly bread will still the rumblings of the stomach for a day, but the Word of God satisfies forever.  That Word can feed your soul and still the rumblings of your conscience even if you’ve already fallen to this first temptation.  Christ has died for all sin, including this one.  You’ve been justified by His blood and saved from God’s wrath through Him!  
Thank Jesus for not having fallen to Satan’s first temptation!  He did what we were unable to do.  And now, through the Holy Spirit working through the Word, we are able to confess, “I would rather starve to death than give up God’s Word.  I would rather be put to death than deny my Lord.”

Then the devil took [Jesus] up into 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 hand, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 
The first temptation is one of the body.  The second is a temptation of the spirit.  Whether presented directly by the devil or served up by one of his agents, it tempts you to rely on your faith rather than on God’s Word.  

The first temptation is intended to lead to doubt and despair.  The second is intended to lead in the paths of arrogance and self-sufficiency.  The seductive words of the deceiver might go something like this: “If you are a son of God, you must surely have a great faith ... much greater, I suppose than most average Christians.  A man of such strong faith is most certainly capable of great feats.  Show those others just what you are able to do.  Go ahead, jump!” 

But please understand, this temptation is really not about jumping off buildings and surviving the fall.  It’s an attempt to make you put your faith above God’s Word and Sacrament.  People who’ve fallen here either don’t come to worship since they don’t feel a need for the Divine service; or they do come, but with their eyes blinded by pride to God’s Law, thus having no use for God’s grace.
The Christian is flirting with disaster when he or she reasons like this: “Lord, I thank You that I am not like these sinners who are here today.  I don’t need to go to the Lord’s Supper.  I don’t need to hear about forgiveness.  I really don’t need to be here at all.  I just come here so that these other people will see how great my faith is.  My faith is more important than God’s Word.”
When the devil took Jesus up to the top of the temple, and tempted Him to jump, Jesus replied with properly applied Scripture, stating that we should not play fast and loose with God’s Word.  We should realize the value of the Word.  It’s our source of eternal life—the means through which He gives us faith!  

So we shouldn’t be offended that the Lord God bestows faith, not only to adults, but even infants through the water and Word of Baptism.  We shouldn’t be offended that a mere mortal forgives sins in Christ’s place with the words of absolution.  We shouldn’t be offended that Christ would give us forgiveness in simple bread and the wine.  To substitute anything else for these means would be to follow the devil’s temptation to save yourself apart from God’s Word.
Thank Jesus for not having fallen to Satan’s second temptation!  He did what we were unable to do!  And now, as the Holy Spirit works through the Word, we are able to confess, “I’d rather be persecuted and martyred than seek salvation apart from God’s Word and Sacraments.  I’d rather trust God’s means of grace than my own righteousness or faith any day.”  
Again, the devil took [Jesus] 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.”  Even if the Christian manages to avoid the other temptations, there is this other snare that Satan sets.  This is the temptation of the heart that slowly, almost without notice replaces God and His Word with power and position.  

It’s capable of afflicting everyone—people in synodical offices, district presidents, and other church officials.  But it’s especially capable of possessing church council members and elders who’ve begun to develop a small empire rather than being a servant of the Lord and His Church.  And it’s particularly capable of drawing in and overcoming parish pastors looking to make a name for themselves.  

As the years go by there’s the temptation to have more power that fills the recipient with sinful pride and worldly power and vanity.  When such a diabolical doctrine does its work, then God and His Word are forced from the man’s heart.  

When you hear how the devil showed Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and their glory, can’t you hear the echo of the Old Serpent in the Garden, saying, “God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5).
But permit me, to show you a different view from the heights of history.  Over there’s one of the original ancient wonders of the world, the immense, beautiful hanging Gardens of Babylon.  But that man-made garden has completely withered, dried up, and blown away.  And the mighty legions of Rome, the death-dealing chariots of Pharaoh, and the invincible army of Sennacherib?  Each lies buried in the rubble of time.  Even in our lifetime, the Soviet Union has crumbled, the Berlin Wall has fallen and the concrete is turning to dust.
Power further corrupts a heart that is already, by nature, sinful and unclean.  One absolute truth is this: in the end, you’ll receive the reward of the one whom you serve.  Satan’s reward for those who serve him is to accompany him and take up residence with him forever in the lake of fire.  But Jesus said, “Away from me, Satan!  For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.”  Had Jesus fallen to this third temptation that’s where all of mankind would have resided—the eternal lake of fire!
So thank Jesus for not having fallen to this temptation!  Instead, He went on to the cross and the grave and rose again.  Dear Christian, dear synodical official, dear district president, dear church council member, dear pastor, though you have sinned here too, the Lord your God, the One whom we believe, teach, and confess, who calls His own to repent of their sin and look to Him for forgiveness, has also taken away your sin; you shall not die.  And because He lives, you also will live.
Jesus did what we were unable to do.  And now, through the Holy Spirit working through the Word, we are able to confess, “I have God’s Word both in the Law and in the Gospel, and by the Holy Spirit working through the Word to grant me faith, I will rely only on Him for my salvation.  

Dear baptized, as long as we live, the devil will be presenting us with the three temptations that Jesus faced during the 40 days in the wilderness.  Each one of these temptations is an attempt to separate us from God’s Word.  

But Jesus, the Word Himself, overcame them with the Word; and because He did, I bring this Good News to you: “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  
