IN OUR PLACE

Matthew 4:1-11

March 13, 2011


Many a sermon, including several in my own files, has used the Gospel text today as a call to Christians to learn by example. Here, it has been preached, is how we are to resist the temptations of the evil one, the adversary, whose wiles and tricks are no match for us mere mortals. See how Jesus beats back Satan's attacks with the Word of God. Now, go and do likewise. And fall flat on your face in failure, as we all have, time and again. 


Indeed, it is true that the Word is the only offensive weapon listed in St. Paul's description of the armor the believer wears. The Word of God is the sword of the Spirit. The Word of God is the only thing that can rightly and effectively uncover the twisted half-truths and cleverly concealed lies of the Devil. Certainly, we are to use the Word to resist temptation and fight the good fight of faith. Nothing wrong with that concept.


You may have noticed, though, that there seems to be hints of something else in this text. It is not hard to hear echoes of history here, especially the history of the nation of Israel. While we must be careful not to put emphasis on things that the Bible does not emphasize, there are some interesting parallels in Jesus' temptation to Israel's wilderness wanderings that might do us good to examine more closely.


To do that, we need to back up a bit in Matthew's Gospel, to what had happened immediately before today's Gospel reading. It's been several weeks now since it was read, so please permit me to reread the last few verses of chapter three. “And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and coming ot rest on him; and behold, a voice from heaven said, 'This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.”


Then, Matthew says, indicating that what happens next was immediate, Jesus was “led by the Spirit” into the wilderness to be tempted. Note well the words “led by the Spirit.” Those words indicate that this is not some game the devil has decided to play, and Jesus is forced to go along. This is the Father's will, the Father's good pleasure, that Jesus, the beloved Son, go into the wilderness to be tempted. 


Matthew records that Jesus fasted for forty days, a number that seems to have significance throughout the Bible. 
Forty was the number of years that Israel was sentenced to wander in the desert for their unbelief. After having been led out of Egypt, and finally coming near to the Promised land, the spies sent to see what's what came back with a scary report of giants in the land. Yet, those two spies, Joshua and Caleb, boldly encouraged the people to march on, for God was with them. The people, however, vetoed that  bill and as a result, God sentenced them to go to their room for forty years to think things over.  


God used that time to test Israel for faith and righteousness. God wanted them to reflect on just how much they should be trusting Him, seeing as how He had led them out of Egypt, marched them through the Red Sea, drowned Pharaoh's pursuing army, and thus far, had protected and guided them the whole way. And now, His promise of possessing a land flowing with milk and honey was about to become a reality, yet they, as always, were filled with doubt and failed to take God at His Word. 


Now, it has been presented that Jesus' temptation is a re-enacting of Israel's testing. When the Jewish people were about to exit Egypt, God told Moses to say to Pharaoh, “Thus says Yahweh: Israel is my firstborn son, and I say to you, 'Let my son go that he may serve me.' If you refuse to let him go, behold, I will kill your firstborn son.” 


What was it the Father just said at Jesus' baptism? “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.” And if we go back to Jesus' early years, we remember that Joseph was commanded by an angel to take Jesus and His mother to Egypt for safe-keeping, and then, consequently, some time later, was again informed to bring Him back. 


Who else do you know went down into Egypt and subsequently, was brought out? The prophet Hosea helps tie it all together and opens up for us a fascinating understanding of today's Gospel text: “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.” In fact, St. Matthew, references that very text in the conclusion of his record of Mary and Joseph heading to Egypt.  


Is Matthew indicating that Jesus, the perfect Son, is Israel, the disobedient son, reduced to one? Is he trying to convey, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit that Jesus, God's Son, the Servant-Son, has come to do what Israel did not, obey God? Yes, the Son of God comes vicariously for the nation, to take its place and repeat its history, only this time, faithfully and obediently. 


Jesus, God's Son, is led into the wilderness to succeed where Israel failed. And this is a good place to apply this reading to our lives. For Jesus is not only there to successfully resist the temptations of the evil one, when Israel did not, but He is also there in our place as well. The primary message of this text, then, is that Jesus is the victor over Satan on behalf of the nation of Israel, and also on behalf of all people, and that includes you and me. 


Satan's first temptation, his first challenge, if you will, to Jesus, is reminiscent of the time when God gave the children of Israel manna for food after they had grumbled that God had brought them out into the wilderness to starve them. But hidden within that challenge is an attempt by Satan to get Jesus to question his identity as the Son of God. 


In response, Jesus quotes the Bible exactly where it is recorded that God told to the people through Moses, “He humbled you and let you hunger and fed you manna . . . so that he would make you know that man does not live on bread alone, but man lives on every words that comes out of the mouth of the Lord.”


Where Israel failed to trust the Lord for bread and the bread of life, Jesus acted in total dependance on God for all His needs. The devil is trying to get Jesus to question the very proclamation the Father issued at his baptism, that He is the beloved Son. 


What I find not a little unsettling is that often, we have cast a similar challenge God's way. Okay, God, if you really are God, why don't you provide for us? Or we let God know in no uncertain terms we are quite unhappy with the plain, bland, manna He is giving us. We get dissatisfied with God's provisions. He feeds us bread when we're sure we ordered steak. He gives us pennies when we desperately prayed for dollars. He strengthens us to endure diseases when we pleaded for healing. He teaches us to be patient when we demanded a quick resolution and rescue. 


Is it not our dissatisfaction, our sinful inability to accept that what God provides is always what is best for us, behind our questioning of God's motives? By questioning God's decisions concerning our lives, we have fallen for Satan's trick of getting us to doubt our relationship with God, as his beloved children. 


If you are the great physician, Jesus, why are we still suffering? If you are the Savior, why do we still seem to be lost? If you control all things, why is everything so out of kilter? If you love us, why do the innocent suffer, children get molested, young ones die needlessly, and people continue to kill each other? Is this any way to treat your children, God? 


We too, like untrusting Israel, fail to be totally dependent on God for our needs. Why, it would be nothing for God to heal us or deliver us from our present troubles or fix our financial woes. It wouldn't even put a dent in his savings to help us out just this once, would it? In our doubt, we, like doubting Israel, do not fully grasp what it means to be faithfully dependent on God for all we need. Just like the people God called his own people, we too disobey God, not trust Him, and rebel against Him.


But there Jesus is, out there in the wilderness, all alone, doing what we and Israel did not. If we had the power to change stones into bread, we'd do it in an instant, never mind whether God is to be trusted or not. But Jesus does not. He depends totally on the Father to provide food when and where He pleases. Remember, He has been led here by the Spirit, by the Father's direction. This time of testing is going exactly as the Father wills. Jesus is there in our place, to obey where we have disobeyed, trust when we have doubted, and live faithfully when we have not. 


This, then, is where it is important to see how Jesus is the perfect Son. He overcomes the slanderer not with his own power, but with God's Word. He lives by faith, not by sight, just as the Father calls us to live. Satan's ifs are designed to push Jesus to use his own power, instead of trusting the Father to take care of him. Jesus resists and succeeds where all else have failed.  


Jesus wins, not by his power as God, but as a human who lives by faith in God. He is humanity's perfect substitute. He obeys the Father, thereby earning righteousness for us by his perfect life. He is the victor over Satan in our place. We are the victors over Satan in Jesus. 


This is the message of the temptation of Jesus for us. While we are certain to fail to live as God's perfect children, God credits righteousness to us because of Jesus' active obedience in our place. Jesus is dependent on the Father for all things, and the Father gives us the benefit. Jesus faithfully leaves all things to God's direction, and the Father blesses us with the same faith. Jesus reserves worship for only the true God, and God accepts our worship because of Jesus. 


Because Jesus has won, we are the victors as well. He is the nation of Israel reduced to one, who is ever faithful and trust the Father. He is the second Adam, succeeding where the first Adam failed. 


For where we have failed, Jesus has succeeded. Where we have fallen, Jesus has stood for us. Where we have not trusted God, Jesus has done so perfectly. Where we have disobeyed, Jesus has obeyed in our place. Where we have lost, Jesus has won, giving his life as the ransom, so that we might be the true sons and daughters of God.


Virtually all of Satan's temptations are directed at challenging our identity as God's blood-bought children. They are all attacks designed to get us to question just how much God loves us. They are efforts to get us to resist living out our calling and identity in this world and in our vocations by faith. 


While the Bible certainly is a powerful tool in the war against Satan, because it is the Sword of the Spirit, the better message of Jesus' temptation is: In your baptism, with God's Holy name, the Father called you to be his adopted son or daughter. God united you with Jesus' death and resurrection, thereby putting to death the sinful self and bringing to life the new man, the child of God whose life is grounded in the Son of God. 


The task before us, then, is to live out that identity. Jesus, as the victor in the wilderness, prepares us for battle. With a child-like trust in the Father's great compassion for us, and with the obedience of faith, we follow our master, who has won the victory for us. In his death, we are dead to sin. In his resurrection, we are alive to Him, and live for Him, successfully, because his success is our success. His grace sustains us and his work on our behalf is our strength and encouragement. We live because He lives in us. We are the victors because He is the victor in our place. Amen. 
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