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“Resisting Temptation Makes Us 

Become More Like Jesus”

Scripture:  Luke 4:1-13  

Date:  January 24, 2010


Today’s sermon and last week’s sermon couldn’t be more opposite.  Both sermons are about Jesus, as we’re continuing to follow along with the Bible stories that our Sunday School children and youth are studying each Sunday.  But they couldn’t be more opposite.  Last week’s sermon looked at the spirit of Jesus that existed before anything else existed, and that created the world.  But this week’s sermon looks at the human Jesus, Jesus the man, when he was tempted in the desert by the devil.  Let’s read the story –


Read Luke 4:1-13


L:  The Word of God for the people of God.


P:  THANKS BE TO GOD!


Jesus went through 3 temptations:


1st – “Tell this stone to become bread.”  That was tempting to Jesus because he was famished!  He hadn’t eaten for 40 days and nights.  I’ve known people who have fasted for 40 straight days.  And they’ll agree with me – you get really hungry doing that!  But did God want Jesus to eat yet?  No.  God needed to know that the human, physical, Jesus would not give in to the temptation of meeting his human needs (in this case, the need for food), versus doing God’s will.  God needed to know this because over the next three years Jesus was going to be put in many uncomfortable situations, situations where a weaker man would cave in and not do God’s will – like when his hometown folks tried to throw him over a cliff, like when the Roman guards will whip him 39 times, and (of course) his death on a cross.  But the human Jesus did not turn the stone into bread.  He did God’s will.  He passed the test.

2nd – the devil showed Jesus all of the kingdoms of the world and told Jesus that he could be in authority over all of them if he would just bow down and worship the devil.  Wow.  Talk about a power trip!  Forget about just being a new Senator from Massachusetts.  Forget about being President of the United States even.  The devil was offering Jesus the presidency of the entire world!  That’s got to be pretty tempting for a mere mortal, a humble carpenter from Nazareth.  God needed to know that the human Jesus would not give in to the temptation to have power over men, versus being a servant to men.  God’s will for Jesus was for him to be a servant, to heal the sick even when he was exhausted  at the end of a long day, to walk from town to town, day after day, for three years, preaching and teaching, and (of course) to give his life on a cross.  And Jesus did not bow down to the devil.  He did God’s will.  He passed the test.

3rd – standing at the highest point on the top of the temple roof, the devil tempted Jesus to make God prove himself, make God prove that he would protect Jesus.  God needed to know that the human Jesus could simply trust him, versus making God prove himself.  


Thank God, Jesus passed all three temptations, temptations (by the way) that will show themselves over and over again in Jesus’ life.


We can see why Jesus went through his temptations.  But why do you and I need to?
In his book,  The Purpose Driven Life, Rick Warren writes something about temptation that I’ve never seen in print, or thought of, before.  But before I share that with you, let me set the stage.  Rick Warren writes that God has five purposes for our lives, once we accept Jesus as our Savior.  He writes that the Christian’s fourth purpose for living is this:  You Were Created To Become Like Christ.

He writes:

“God’s ultimate goal for your life on earth is not comfort, but character development.  He wants you to grow up spiritually and become like Christ.  Every time you forget that character is one of God’s purposes for your life, you will become frustrated by your circumstances.” (p. 174)

That is so true.  How many times do we throw up our hands in exasperation and say something like, “Can’t I catch a break?  If I didn’t have bad luck I wouldn’t have any luck at all!  I gave my life to Christ.  I’m one of his children now.  So why isn’t my life any better?”

I love Rick Warren’s answer.  It’s not supposed to get any better.  After all, right after Jesus was baptized and began his ministry, BOOM, God led him to fast for 40 days in the desert and to meet the devil three times!  If Jesus didn’t live a life of comfort, peace and calm why would we think that we should?

Rick Warren reminds us that, while we’re still here on earth, God is trying to grow our character.  He is trying to help us become more and more like Jesus.  How does he do that?  Through difficulties, troubles, frustrations and temptations.  If we can look at our difficulties, troubles, frustrations and temptations as tools in God’s hands then we can see that they all shape us into someone who is like Jesus.  

Rick Warren writes,

“God has a purpose behind every problem.  He uses circumstances to develop character.  Jesus warned us that we would have problems in the world.  Life is a series of problems.  Every time you solve one, another is waiting to take its place.  All are significant in God’s growth process for you.”  (p. 193)

And, then, writing specifically about temptation, he writes,

“While temptation is Satan’s primary weapon to destroy you, God wants to use it to develop you.  Every time you choose to do good instead of sin, you are growing in the character of Christ.  To understand this, you must first identify the character qualities of Jesus.”  (p. 201)

The “character qualities of Jesus”?  What are the “character qualities of Jesus”?  They are the 9 fruits of the Holy Spirit, fruits that God wants to grow in us.  They’re found in Galatians 5:22 –

“But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness and self-control.”

(Galatians 5:22-23)


These fruits are the “character qualities” that God wants to grow in us while we are on this earth.  But how does he grow them in us?  This is where Rick Warren writes something that I’ve never heard anyone say before.  He writes that God grows these fruits in us by allowing us to be tempted by their opposite.  Let me say that again.  God grows these fruits in us by allowing us to be tempted by their opposite.  


Rick Warren writes:


“God develops the fruit of the Spirit in your life by allowing you to experience circumstances in which you’re tempted to express the exact opposite quality!”  (p. 202)


Let’s get specific.  I’ve made sermon notes for today, because I really want us to understand and remember how God uses temptation to mature us.  Would you fill in these blanks as we go through them?  

Okay, let’s get specific.  The first fruit of the spirit is love.  How does God grow love in us?  He does it by allowing un-loving people to challenge us, tempting to us be un-loving right back at them.  Did you ever look at difficult people in that way before?  God allows them to come into our lives to make us stronger, as we either give in to, or we resist, the temptation to treat them as they’re treating us.


Not that it’s easy.  A woman was married to a very mean man.  He was overly critical.  He was unsupportive.  He seemed to go out of his way to make his wife’s life miserable.  Then, he got sick.  They went to the doctor.  The doctor examined the man, sent him back to the waiting room and asked to speak to the wife alone.  He told her, “Ma’am, your husband is very sick.  If you don’t do the following, to the letter, this man is going to die.  Each morning I want you to fix him breakfast.  Be pleasant.  Be kind.  Don’t give him any stress.  Make a nutritious lunch that he can take to work.  And every night make him his favorite dinner.  Don’t burden him with any chores.  Don’t discuss your problems with him.  Be as agreeable as you can be.  Give him back rubs.  Encourage him to watch as much sports on TV as he wants to.  In short, satisfy your husband in every way imaginable.  If you can do this for the next 8-10 months I believe your husband will make a complete recovery.


On the way home the husband said to his wife, “What did the doctor tell you?”


The wife turned to him and said, “Honey . . . you’re not going to make it.”


Oh, it’s challenging, isn’t it – loving those who are unlovable?  But God allows them to come into our lives to make us stronger, as we resist the temptation to treat them as they’re treating us.

How does God teach us true joy?  He does it in the midst of sorrow, which tempts us to despair and become bitter.  Haven’t we all been there?  Haven’t we all known the sorrow of losing a loved one, or the sorrow of having our dreams dashed?  When sorrow comes so does the temptation to despair, to become bitter.  But that’s when God is trying to show us what true joy is.  True joy, which comes to us from the Holy Spirit, does not depend upon our circumstances.  True joy is in us no matter what happens to us.  It comes from knowing that this world is not our home and that heaven is a real place.  True joy shines even in the midst of sorrow.


The next fruit of the spirit, the next “character quality of Jesus” that God wants to grow in us, is peace.   God grows peace in us by allowing times of chaos and confusion to happen, times in which we’re tempted to be agitated and stressed (the opposite of peace).  Why?  Because it’s only through the stressful moments that we can discover the peace of Christ, which passes all understanding.  (Don’t you wish it didn’t take that?)  So, whenever your life is stressed out to the max, remember:  God is using this time to teach you how to find peace.  Peace doesn’t come from a lack of stress.  Peace comes from drawing close to God in chaotic times and allowing the Holy Spirit to grow it in us.


Next, God develops patience in us by making us wait, which tempts us to get angry.  That’s the opposite of patience, you know – anger.  So, every red light we sit at, every line we stand in, every company that puts us on hold, (AAAAHHH!!!!!!), every temptation we have to blow up and get angry is an opportunity to become more like Jesus, as God grows patience, a fruit of the Holy Spirit in us.


God grows kindness in us by putting us in situations where we are tempted NOT to be kind.  A person is walking behind us as we approach a door.  Do we open it for them?  It’s not a crime not to.  There are no laws that say, “You must hold a door open for the person who is behind you.”  Kindness isn’t required in life.  But each time we are tempted NOT to be kind, and we are kind anyway, we become more and more like Jesus – each time we listen to a hurting person, let someone get a parking space ahead of us, or email a note of encouragement – as several of you do for me on a regular basis.


What we’re looking at is how God allows us to go through temptations so that we will become more like Jesus by doing the opposite of our temptations.

The next fruit of the Holy Spirit, the next “character quality” that God wants to grow in us, is goodness.  God grows goodness in us by making it easy for us not to be good, without a penalty.  That’s the temptation.  A clerk gives us too much change back.  What does a good person do?  They return the extra money to the clerk.  But the temptation not to do that comes because who will know if we keep the change for ourselves?  No one.  We’re tempted not to be good because there’s no penalty for it.  We hear a song that we really, really, like.  But who wants to pay for a whole CD just to get one song?  So we go to our computer and . . . the temptation is to go to one of those websites where you can download songs for free.  Hey, why not?  Who will know?  (I read yesterday that there are 700,000 illegal downloads of music every 5 minutes in the U.S.!)  We’re tempted not to be good because there’s no penalty for it.  And each time we resist those temptations the fruit of goodness grows in us, and we become more and more like Jesus.

The next fruit is faithfulness.  God awakens faithfulness in us by allowing problems in our lives that challenge our trust in Him, tempting us to worry, or be afraid.  Financial and health problems are the most obvious examples of this.  No one is suggesting that God sends financial and health problems to us.  But God allows them to happen because he’s trying to teach us to trust him on faith, as Jesus did and didn’t make God prove himself to him.


God encourages gentleness in us by showing us that the opposite of gentleness, (manipulation, intimidation, threats and an “in your face” attitude) does get results in this world.  That’s why it’s always a temptation for us to be manipulative, intimidating, threatening and “in your face”.  Most people will let bullies have their way.  We learn that early on in life.  But this is not the way of Jesus.  Jesus was gentle.  Strong, but gentle.  But we only learn gentleness when we are tempted to get our way by being the opposite.  And each time we give gentleness a try we become more and more like Jesus – which is the whole point of this life.


Finally, God helps us exercise self-control by giving us opportunities to “let it all hang out” and enjoy pleasure through self-indulgence.  Think of the typical college freshman.  Talk about chances to be out of control!  
  -  On your own for the first time.

  -  No mom or dad to tell you when to do your homework, when to go to bed.  
  -  No one to tell you that you shouldn’t be in the girls’ dorm at 3:00am.  (Or the boy’s dorm at 3:00am.)  
  -  No one to smell your breath at the end of the night.  Whooo hoooo!  Freedom!  Ah, but freedom to do what?  There’s the difficult question for the Christian college freshman who understands that the fourth purpose of their life is to become more and more like Jesus!  The temptation to live any way that they want to is also the temptation to practice self-control, and let that fruit grow in them, and become more like Jesus.


As Rick Warren writes, 


“God uses the opposite situation of each fruit to allow us a choice.  Every time you defeat a temptation, you become more like Jesus!”  (p. 203)


But where do we find the strength to defeat our temptations?  Rick Warren offers us four keys that I’ve sort of renamed and put into the acrostic “PAPS”.


“P” stands for “Perspective”.  Perspective will help us not to panic when temptation hits us.  When we’re tempted, we need to remember that everyone, from you and me, to the most holy person in the world all the way to Jesus himself, is tempted.  It’s not a sin to be tempted.  It’s a part of our human condition, and we will never escape it.  It’s a way that God helps us mature and grow and become more like Jesus.  In fact, Rick Warren warns, “The closer you grow to God, the more Satan will try to tempt you.”  (p. 205)


“A” stands for “Awareness”.  You and I need to be aware of our weaknesses and patterns that lead to sinful behavior, and be prepared for them.  We need to ask ourselves:

· When am I most tempted?  Is it when I’m tired?  When I’m hungry?  When I’m stressed?  Frustrated?  Overly happy?  Depressed?
· Where am I most tempted?  Is it when I’m alone at work?  Is it after work?  Is it at a certain place?
· Who is with me when I’m most tempted?  Is it my friends?  My co-workers?  Kids from school?  Every time I give in to the temptation am I with the same people?


Once we see our weaknesses and patterns we can avoid them and resist them and, (in so doing), become more like Jesus.


The second “P” stands for “Prayer”.  It’s just silly to try and resist temptation on our own strength.  You know how our story from Luke 4 ends this way:  “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left (Jesus) until an opportune time.” (Luke 4:13)    When was that “opportune time”?  In the Garden of Gethsemane, right?  There, Jesus was tempted three times NOT to go to the cross.  And remember how Jesus found the strength not to give in to that very human temptation?  He prayed.  He prayed so hard, the Bible says, that drops of blood came out of  his sweat.  The same strength that Jesus found is available to us, when we pray.


Finally the “S” stands for “Support”.  The Bible says, “Carry each other’s burdens.” (Gal. 6:2)  Rick Warren writes:

 
“If you are losing the battle against a persistent bad habit, an addiction, or a temptation, and you’re stuck in a repeating cycle of good intention-failure-guilt, you will not get better on your own!  You need the help of other people.  God’s plan for your growth and freedom includes other Christians.  Authentic, honest fellowship is the antidote to your lonely struggle against those sins that won’t budge.”  (p. 212)


Support groups, small groups, Sunday School classes, even just one regular understanding and supportive friend, can make the difference for us.

It was Oscar Wilde who said, “I can resist everything except temptation.”  That’s kinda funny.  But it was God who said, 
“When tempted, no one should say,

 ‘God is tempting me.’  

For God cannot be tempted by evil,

 nor does he tempt anyone.  

Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial, 

because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life!” 
 (James 1:13, 12)


That is our goal when it is our time to finally leave this world, “the crown of life”, after God has matured us, through temptation, to become more and more like Jesus.


[Music begins playing.]


Do we understand?  While we are here, our lives are an offering to God.  As he gave his one and only Son for us, to set us free from sin, so now we are giving our whole lives back to him:  


- all that we say with our voices


- all that we do with our hands


- all that we are by our lives


We are an offering to God.

[Song leader sings.]
 1.  We lift our voices, we lift our hands
     We lift our lives up to You
     We are an offering 

2.  Lord use our voices, Lord use our hands
     Lord use our lives they are Yours
     We are an offering, we are an offering 
[Music keeps playing.]

Is that how you look at your life, as an offering to God?  Don’t be surprised when difficulties, troubles, frustrations and temptations come.  God uses all of them to make us stronger.  Don’t be surprised.  Instead, be happy when temptations come to you.  For each temptation that you resist, (through perspective, awareness, prayer and the support of others) each temptation that you resist will grow another fruit of the Spirit in you and make you more and more like Jesus.  Our lives are an offering to God.

Won’t you stand and sing with us?

[Everyone sings.]

1.  We lift our voices, we lift our hands
     We lift our lives up to You
     We are an offering 

2.  Lord use our voices, Lord use our hands
     Lord use our lives they are Yours
     We are an offering, we are an offering 
Bridge:  All that we have, all that we are

   All that we hope to be we give to You

   We give to You, we give to you.

3.  We lift our voices, we lift our hands
     We lift our lives up to You
     We are an offering, we are an offering. 

