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“ENCOUNTER WITH SATAN”
The Temptation of Jesus 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the desert, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry.

The devil said to him, "If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread."

Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone."

The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, "I will give you all their authority and splendor, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to. So if you worship me, it will all be yours."

Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.'"

The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. "If you are the Son of God," he said, "throw yourself down from here. For it is written: 
   ”‘He will command his angels concerning you to guard you carefully; 
they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.'"

Jesus answered, "It says: 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.'"

When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until an opportune time.

We’re looking this morning at one of the most familiar scenes in the life and ministry of Jesus.  It takes place right after his baptism in the Jordan River.  He goes into the wilderness and there, according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, is tempted by Satan.  Our focus this morning, with Jesus’ encounter in the wilderness as a springboard, is on the theological and biblical idea of Satan.  Let me offer four insights.

I.  JESUS BELIEVED THAT SATAN IS REAL

I’m afraid that many modern Christians shy away from the name or idea of Satan.  I think some of this has to do with the simplistic and archaic image which people have; a red figure with horns and a trident and a pointed tail.  However, if in our rejection of simplistic images of Satan we reject the notion of Satan, we make a crucial mistake.  


For one thing, Jesus clearly believed in Satan and his power.  Since there were no eye witnesses to Jesus’ encounter in the wilderness with Satan, one has to surmise that at least in some form/fashion Jesus told of this experience with his disciples.  Jesus had no doubt that Satan existed; that Satan was at work against the will and work of God.  

Perhaps what would help us at this point is to understand the word, “Satan”, itself.  The word Satan comes from a Hebrew word which means “adversary.”  That’s the original meaning of the idea of Satan and it’s a good one.  Who is Satan?  What is Satan?  Satan is a real and active spiritual force/being who is God’s adversary in the world.  As God works His divine will among human beings and in the world, so Satan works his own transcendent will to sabotage what God is doing and trying to do.  God’s purpose is to bring the Kingdom; Satan’s purpose is to prevent the coming of God’s Kingdom to this world.  However we image Satan or personify evil, there is no denying that there is a transcendent spiritual adversary at work in our lives, in this world, and in history over against the will and the ways of God.

II. BE CAREFUL BLAMING THE DEVIL
It was the comedian Flip Wilson who made famous the phrase, “The devil made me do it.”   Well, 

you know and I know that the devil can’t make us do anything.  Outside the mentally and psychologically impaired, we all have a choice.

We choose right or wrong

good or bad

justice or injustice

loving acts or unloving acts

love or hate

morality or immorality.


There would be few persons here this morning who wouldn’t recognize the name Jim Bakker.  Bakker was the founder and CEO of PTL, the Praise the Lord Television ministry, in the late 1970s.  As you know, Bakker was convicted in 1988 of defrauding thousands of listeners and givers to PTL.  He and Tammy Faye had lived an extravagant lifestyle and did so with money given for the ministry of PTL.  Bakker served 5 years in prison.  After his release from prison in 1993, Bakker wrote an autobiographical book titled, I Was Wrong.  In that book he says, 

The more I studied the Bible, however, I had to admit that the prosperity message did not line up with the tenor of Scripture. My heart was crushed to think that I led so many people astray. I was appalled that I could have been so wrong, and I was deeply grateful that God had not struck me dead as a false prophet!

At the end of the book Bakker admits that he capitulated to three vices which led to his downfall:  pride, arrogance, and indulgence.  


Jim Bakker’s point is that no one made him go astray.  No one made him give into pride, arrogance, and indulgence.  Sure the Devil whispered into his ear and to his conscience, “Jim, no big deal!  God wants you to have these things!  God wants you and Tammy Faye to enjoy the best things in life!  You deserve it!” but, in the end, as Bakker so readily acknowledges, no one, the Devil included, made him do anything. 

     
Thanks be to God for mature Christians who are willing to accept responsibility for the choices we make.  The devil didn’t make you or me do anything.  It was our choice and we must accept responsibility for those choices.

III. JESUS BELIEVED THAT SATAN COULD BE DEFEATED
I read recently about a town in Florida that passed a proclamation banning Satan from the city 

limits.  That’s true – the city of Inglis, Florida passed a city council resolution, signed by the mayor, banning the devil from coming inside the city limits.  If only it were that easy, right?  But, according to the life and teachings of Jesus, we can set Satan back.  We can’t prevent him from entering our lives or history, but we can give cause him some serious setbacks.


One of the least discussed scenes in the life of Jesus is when Jesus sends out the twelve disciples and seventy others to go before him into the cities of Galilee.  He tells them to prepare the people for his coming; to tell the residents of the towns and villages that the truth of the Kingdom of God is coming and that they need to prepare themselves.  Well, when the seventy return, they are full of joy because of all the wonders they’ve seen done in Jesus’ name, all the people who share that they’re ready to hear the truths Jesus brings.  When they bring their joyous report back, Jesus says…”I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven” (Luke 10:18).  What Jesus meant was, “As people turned their hearts and minds to hearing God’s truths and doing God’s will, Satan fell; Satan was defeated; Satan took a hit; Satan lost some battles.”  


Let me share with you how you and I can help defeat Satan…
Whenever you and I love the unloveable, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I resist some temptation to unhealthy pleasure, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I forgive those who’ve wronged us, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I stand strong against racism and sexism and ageism, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I refuse moral shortcuts or to rationalize our behavior because “everybody does it”, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I let generosity and compassion rather than materialism or greed rule our resources, Satan falls.

Whenever you and I refuse to be silent amidst acts of injustice, Satan falls.


By our Christlike choices, by our Christlike actions, by our Christlike words, Satan falls!! 


 IV.
JESUS PREPARED HIMSELF FOR THE BATTLE
In reflecting on this biblical scene of Jesus and his spiritual encounter with Satan, one biblical 
scholar points out that Jesus was able to withstand the wiles of Satan not just because he was the Son of God, but because he spent so much time in prayer and worship and spiritual development.  Any one who studies the life of Jesus as described in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John comes away realizing that the spiritual disciplines mattered to Jesus.  He immersed himself in prayer; he participated regularly in the worship life of the Temple; he often went apart for times of spiritual reflection and renewal. Jesus didn’t withstand the wiles of Satan because he was the Son of God; he withstood the wiles of Satan because he was diligent in spending time with God in order to receive the resources God has to offer.


I read not long ago about a man who held a prestigious position as a top executive in a large corporation in Pittsburgh.  His position called for him to travel to many different destinations weekly.  He was flying somewhere just about every week; in and out of airports constantly.  But each time his secretary was booking a flight for him or flights for him, he would tell her, “Make sure that my return flight has me back in Pittsburgh in time to be at the 9:30 worship service at my church on Sunday morning.”  When asked by a friend one time why he made it his unwavering practice to be in church on Sunday morning as much as possible, he replied, “I need that time with God and with other Christians so I have the strength and the willpower to face all the temptations and challenges I face each week in the corporate world.  Without that steady input, I’m not sure I could be so resilient against temptation.”


The primary way you and I battle the temptations of evil, the lures that Satan puts before us, is by the disciplines of prayer, worship, Bible study, and spiritual reflection.  I’ve said it more than once over the last few weeks, but I want to say it again:  “The more of ourselves we give to God the more of Himself He gives to us.”  Thus, the more time you and I spend in prayer, the more time you and I spend in worship, the more time you and I spend in Bible study, the more time you and I spend in intentional spiritual reflection the more of God’s Spirit and God’s resources we have to battle the wiles of Satan, the temptations of life.

CLOSING

So Jesus went into the wilderness and Satan tempted him.  From this scene in the life of Jesus we learn some truths regarding Satan:
1. Satan is Real.  There is a transcendent spiritual adversary working against God in our lives, in this world, in history.
2. Be Careful Blaming the Devil.  Satan cannot make us do anything we’re not willing to do.
3. Jesus Believed Satan Could Be Defeated.  Every Christlike action, every Christlike behavior, every Christlike word helps defeat Satan.
4. Jesus prepared himself for the battle.  It was Jesus’ devotion to spiritual disciplines which gave him the spiritual power he needed to combat the wiles of Satan.  We, too, can find spiritual power to battle temptation as we commit ourselves to the key spiritual practices.
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