Talking Temptation

Luke 4:1-13 And Jesus,  full of the Holy Spirit,  returned from the Jordan and was led  by the Spirit in the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil.  And he ate nothing during those days. And when they were ended,  he was hungry. 3 The devil said to him, "If you are  the Son of God, command this stone to become bread." 4 And Jesus answered him,  "It is written,  'Man shall not live by bread alone.'" 5 And the devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, 6 and said to him, "To you  I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. 7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours." 8 And Jesus answered him,  "It is written, "'You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve.'" 9 And he took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, "If you are  the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10 for it is written,  "'He will command his angels concerning you, to guard you,' 11 and "'On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.'" 12 And Jesus answered him, "It is said, 'You shall not  put the Lord your God to the test.'" 13 And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time. ESV

1 Cor 10:12-13 Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall. 13 No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man.  God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. ESV

______________________________________________________________________

You might be tempted to avoid the subject that I bring up tonight, but the truth is that we all need to understand it a little better.  Perhaps you are not in a time of great temptation right now, but understand that you will eventually be.  No matter how dry the summer, the rain eventually falls again; no matter how well things seem financially right now, there will come a time where something will break and need replacing.  Emergencies come – how foolish we are to act as if they will never happen.  Wise people financially have an emergency fund that they put back in time where things haven't broken so that they can be prepared when things do break.  In the same manner, wise Christians plan ahead.  Paul wrote in one place about Satan:

2 Cor 2:11b for we are not ignorant of his designs. ESV

And yet many Christians are ignorant – meaning unlearned and uneducated – about the way the devil works.  The answer is to not put your head into the sand – as tempting as that might be – but to prepare and become armed with the clear and sound teaching of the Word of God on the subject.  We need to talk about temptation!  

Let us take on the style of presenting scriptural teaching on the subject of temptation in a series of key thoughts about the matter.  Sometimes people read the Bible and don't fully grasp what it is saying to them because they do not understand it in context of what else the Bible says on a subject.  By taking all of the scriptures that address our subject, we can pull some clear principles that are absolutely essential if we are to be overcomers in this area of our life.  One of the first things that you need to know is:

Your temptation is no different than what anybody else experiences.

One of Satan's devices and designs is to try to make you feel isolated and piled up upon and to get you feeling like you are the only one who has to face the feelings, the experiences, and the temptation battles that you are facing.  He does this trying to make you feel overwhelmed so that you will just give in to his design.  Yet nothing could be further from the truth because our text clearly said:

1 Cor 10:13a No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. ESV

Sure some of the details will be slightly different, and on the surface level, things will seem dissimilar but at the heart of the matter the core temptations that you face is what everyone faces and you're not so special that the devil has a unique struggle all for you!  Remember that a pity party is always a giant step towards falling into sin and failing the test of temptation because it isolates you from God by making you feel as if He is unfair and it isolates you from your fellow brothers and sisters in Christ by making you think that they cannot understand.  And isolation is a key part of the devil trying to get you to fall into temptation.  It's no coincidence that Jesus Christ was tempted the hardest when He was alone.  And remember this when you begin to get isolated by a situation and begin to feel as if you cannot approach anybody for help with it and that you are facing something that nobody else in the world could ever possibly understand:  not only is that a sure sign of the devil messing with your mind and therefore a lie, but in comparing yourself to others situations you only see the surface and not the real core issue.  If you knew the real heart of the matter of what other people deal with, you would find that the temptations that you are dealing with is very common.  Not everybody gives in to the temptations, but everybody faces the same things.  Say it with me, “my temptation is only what is common to man.”  

There is something else that we'd best get out of the way, right away:

Temptation is not the same as sin.

We can prove this with scripture because the scriptures clearly tell us:

Heb 4:15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been  tempted as we are,  yet without sin. ESV

Jesus is our High Priest and He is approachable because He has faced everything that you have ever been tempted with – file that away to remind yourself the next time that you feel alienated from God and that He would not understand if you went to Him!  Now if Jesus was tempted in every respect as we are and yet Jesus never sinned, then it follows that temptation in itself and even being tempted in itself is not the same as sin.

This is important, because if Satan can ever get you to confuse temptation as being the same thing as committing sin, then you're very likely to just give in and commit the act because you are already feel as if you had failed.  Some people think that if they are truly right with God, that they will never have a sinful or lustful thought or nothing unkind or greedy or against scripture will never pass through their mind, therefore when they have such a thought, they beat themselves up and consider that they have already sinned against God so they just go ahead and give themselves to such things.  What a trap that they have fallen for by the devil and yet how ignorant that we are to Satan's devices!  

Every Christian every week has something unclean or sinful or vengeful or wrong pass through their mind.  The difference is in what you do with the thought when it comes:  do you dwell on it, fantasize on it, cling to it, and long for it, or do you push it aside and ask God for help to overcome such thoughts?  The devil speaks to you by pushing thoughts in your mind and that is no sin, but what is sin is to believe them and just feel as if you might as well as surrender and act on the thought.  

There is a scripture that the devil uses in reverse to try to beat up ignorant Christians.  It's where Jesus said:

Matt 5:27-28 "You have heard that it was said,  'You shall not commit adultery.' 28 But I say to you that  everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. ESV      

I've heard people say, “well, I thought an impure thought when I saw her, I might as well then go and commit the act of adultery since its the same thing.”  Wait a minute:  you're taking this comment of Christ out of the context in which it was given and twisting it and making a grievous error because there's a huge difference between a lustful thought and committing the very act of adultery.  There's a huge difference both in guilt and damage done to you and everybody else.  In context, Jesus was speaking to self-righteous Jewish leaders who prided themselves on being holy because they outwardly obeyed the laws of Moses and yet who inwardly were always trying to find loopholes to the principles and thus had missed the very point that the commandments had been given to produce within them.  Go read it in context:  Moses had given them the ability to get divorced because of the hardness of their hearts and they had expanded it to satisfy their sinful whims and passions in a vindicated way.  Moses' Law said not to swear unto God, so they still swore but unto heaven or the temple or something else.  What Jesus was saying was that if you haven't actually committed the act of sin and yet you fantasize about it, want it more than anything, and act it out in your mind repeatedly, then you're still not holy and right with God.  He was speaking to people who were doing lip service to the commands of God and yet their heart was still far from Him.    

Yet, there is a difference between willful thoughts and random thoughts.  Jesus didn't say that a man who happens to look upon a woman has committed adultery, but rather a man who looks upon a woman with lustful intent.  There is a difference.  Guys are attracted by sight and women by emotions.  If an attractive woman walks into a room, dressed modestly or not, there is not a man alive on the planet that doesn't first notice.  If a preacher is walking down the sidewalk and a curvy, immodestly dressed woman is walking towards him, he sees her and notices her because it's the way that God made him.  But the difference between the righteous and the unrighteous is what you do after you first notice the situation of temptation.  You notice it and that is not sin, but if you give into the temptation and then turn for a second look, you've crossed the line to willful thoughts and lustful thinking.  If you purposefully get a good look so you can recall it later, then you have sinned.  If you notice it and then turn from her and bring your mind back to right thinking, then you have not sinned.  

I usually, if I can do it without someone else hearing it, almost always turn to my wife if she is with me and mention it.  “Well, hallelujah!”  And then give her a whimsical smile and she knows what I'm thinking, “Get some clothes on!”  That keeps me accountable.  If I see a woman that makes me uncomfortable, I almost always mention it to my wife later if she was not with me.  I have a wife that is not ignorant to Satan's devices and who understands the difference between a random thought and willful thoughts so I can do this  And it helps to let her know that my heart is still right with God and with her.  Yet how many marriages have trouble because either the husband, the wife, or both are ignorant to the difference between temptation and sin.  The second look – not the first glance and thought of recognition – was sin.    

We could apply this to something other than physical lust.  How many of you've ever gotten upset and wanted to deck someone?  Hopefully it doesn't happen everyday, but we all feel that way, sometimes.  There have been times that I was talking to someone that the thought passed before my mind, “I'd sure love to just punch their lights out.”  That's flesh speaking; that's temptation.  But what I do is to push that far from my mind, “No, that's not what is right, I must turn the other cheek and be like Christ.”  The first thought was temptation and not sin.  It only becomes sin if I act upon it and entertain it.  And this applies for all temptations.  Jesus has wanted to deck somebody too!  He just didn't act upon it in such a way where it was sin.  He was angry but sinned not.  

There's something else that we need to remember:

You can always overcome temptation and not fall for the trap!

It is a promise that God has given us that you can take to the bank:

1 Cor 10:13 No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man.  God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it. ESV   

With every temptation “he will also provide the way of escape!”  Say that again with me.  That's a sure promise of God's word with no exceptions.  You can always overcome any temptation that comes to you.  What the devil would have you to believe is that “I cannot resist this; I cannot overcome this.”  To believe that lie is to already be defeated before you even have temptation come into your life.”  He is a liar and the Father of it!  If the devil tells you that you cannot, then you always can!  And more than believing Satan's words in reverse, believe the clear and very true promise of God;  “He will also provide the way of escape.”  And here's something else about temptation to remember:

Remember that the tempter will immediately turn to become your accuser if given the chance.  

Oh, that we would really learn the way our adversary works!  Oh, that we would truly come to understand that the devil is our adversary and enemy and in no way our friend!  He is the “accuser of the brethren” and he is “the tempter.”  Never forget that combo that exists in the one who purports to be your confidant and yet is against you in every way and would see you destroyed.  He will passionately tell you that you cannot but help give into this temptation and that you want to do what you are being tempted to do.  He will try to get you to feel as if you might as well give in because you're already having these thoughts and yet, never forget that the little voice that speaks to you in your mind so passionately trying to make you want to do wrong, the minute that you do it, will turn and become the voice of guilt and condemnation!  And how so many people never recognize the these two voices in their life are the same speaker!  God does not tempt you to sin and God does not bring condemnation upon you.  The devil is the source of both voices speaking into your life.  How better prepared we would be to face temptation if we would continually remind ourselves and him as he tries to make the forbidden appealing and desirable that with that same passion, he will turn on us and condemn and accuse us and pile on us once we have done it!  Don't listen to that mess!  Don't be ignorant to the designs of the devil working in your life!

___________________________________________________________

Let us change gears a bit and speak of how times of temptations come and operate in your life.  First notice that:

Temptations come in cycles or multiple progressions.

When Jesus was tempted by Satan in our other text, the devil did not just bring one temptation and then leave, but rather the devil didn't depart until after Jesus had successfully parried three different temptations in a row.  Maybe there is some truth to the old saying that, “Bad things come in threes” at least when it comes to the devil's attacks and designs.

Understanding this keeps us from being easy targets for low blows and sucker punches.  Some Christians successfully overcome a great temptation and then start celebrating and in that moment, they drop their guard and give in to another, altogether different, temptation that is yet just as deadly.  We should celebrate being an overcomer, but all the while, looking for another attack from an unexpected source.  To truly be an overcomer is a lifetime achievement and not a once a life thing.  Strangely it is true that:

You're in the greatest danger of falling when you think you aren't.

That great text in Corinthians about our temptations being common to every man and God making a way of escape?  It began with this verse:

1 Cor 10:12 Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall. ESV  

Those that need to be taught the most thoroughly about temptation in the church are those who think that they are beyond it.  Those who need to shore up most against falling are those who are currently satisfied with their ability to stand!

In our other text, Jesus' temptation was prefaced by:

Luke 4:1 And Jesus,  full of the Holy Spirit,  returned from the Jordan and was led  by the Spirit in the wilderness ESV 

He was full of the Holy Spirit and had just been baptized and was being “led by the Spirit” and that was what brought Him to a place of a series of temptations.  Sometimes when we feel weak and a bit helpless, we turn to God and cry out to Him and are tough to defeat by the devil, but when we are on the top of the mountain, spiritually, and feel invincible is when we become an easier target for Satan because we drop our guard and our prayer.  

Returning to the theme of temptations coming in progressions, we must remember that:

Temptations come in more forms than just sins of commission.

One of the reasons that I hit early on in this message the issue of visual, erotic lust is because when people hear “temptation” that is often the first and only thing that they associate with it.  There's far more to temptation than of fleshly acts of commission.

Often the first temptation people are hit with is giving into their flesh in some way because that is the one that most people fall for the easiest and so if the devil can get you with one shot, so much the better for him!  That is why Jesus' first temptation was to turn rocks into bread.  He was on a forty day fast and He was hungry.  The first round of temptation is always a direct appeal to give into what your flesh wants versus the will of God and the Bible.  Some people are easily destroyed because they never pass this test.

But if you resist the temptation of obvious fleshly desires, then the devil comes again with a more subtle temptation, in this case that of spiritual shortcuts that avoids sacrifice.  Jesus' 2nd temptation was just as deadly as the first in that to worship Satan and be given the domain of the world was to avoid the cross and the suffering and humiliation and to take a short cut to what God wanted for His life.  Sometimes modern Christians make a huge mistake by thinking that the fleshly temptations are more deadly than the others and that by overcoming the temptation to give into the desires of the flesh, they are okay and can relax spiritually.  Not so, because if you pass the test of not giving into your fleshly desires, you will immediately be faced with an attack of what you truly worship:  what you give your passion to and what you yield to spiritually and taking spiritual shortcuts are just as deadly spiritually as committing adultery or punching someone's lights out.  And often, just as damaging to your walk with God!

And then, when Jesus overcame that second temptation, the third was even more subtle, the temptation to have reckless faith and to step out and force God to move in supernatural ways.  How many great Christians have been destroyed, not because they gave into fleshly desires and not because they took spiritual shortcuts that avoided sacrifice, but because once past those things, they began to take verses of scripture out of context as the devil did here and refused to learn to wait on the Lord and His timing and His bidding and tried to make Him act?  You see, temptations come in groups and often the second and third rounds are harder to identify than the fleshly ones.  Yet they are just as deadly.  And never forget also that:

Temptations come more frequently when you are endeavoring to do something new or greater in God.

Jesus was beginning His earthly ministry and what a blessed and great ministry it would be!  He was going to another level in doing the will of God on earth and this, along with His isolation, drew the tempter and temptation to Him.  The devil is worried least about those who are doing the least.  Satan wants desperately to derail those who begin to prepare and believe for greater things at the station just when they are getting started and so with every desire to move upward comes a new round of temptations!

And even when you overcome the round or progression of temptations, remember this:

Temptations come in seasons.

Our text ended with:

Luke 4:13 And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him  until an opportune time. ESV  

Some translations put it this way, “the devil departed for a season.”  This was not the only temptation of Christ by Satan.  Though Christ overcame this round of temptations, these same temptations would be tried again by the devil at an “opportune time.”  He does the same with us.  Christ's temptations are the common temptations to all men, remember?  If you conquer your flesh, take no shortcuts and give yourself to sacrifice, and learn to wait on the Lord for His timing in things, the devil will depart, but he will return later to try again.  He'll dress them up in a different way or wait for a time where you appear more vulnerable.  He'll keep trying, therefore it follows that you've got to keep resisting!  

Beware of getting to a place where you become prideful and think, “I've got my flesh whipped and I don't ever have to worry about falling in this particular area.”  You'd best take heed lest you fall because the temptations will come back again.  

If you fail the test, you've got to take it over again until you pass, but if you pass the test, eventually you will take it over again too!  Isn't that encouraging?  But the difference is that when you pass the test, then the next time you find it easier to overcome the temptation whereas if you fail the test, it seems harder and harder the next time.  Be an overcomer but be an alert overcomer because temptations come in seasons!

________________________________________  

Now, let's show you how to overcome temptations!  The Bible doesn't leave us defenseless but clearly illustrates how to overcome such things.  But as we head towards that you must first realize a great truth:

The temptation to sin that are the most successful are those that hit upon something already within us.


Why did Jesus get hit first with the devil trying to get him to turn rocks into bread?  Because Jesus was on a forty-day fast and His flesh was hungry.  The devil's first attempt is always to try to tap into a desire that's already within us.  James told us:

James 1:13-15 Let no one say when he is tempted, "I am being tempted by God," for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and  sin when it is fully grown brings forth death. ESV

Say it with me, “each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.”  The temptations of Satan will only work if they are able to tap into something that is already present within us.  Jesus said in one place, “this world has nothing in me.”  the reason that Jesus did not fall for temptation, ever was because there was nothing sinful or worldly within Him for temptation to appeal to and latch onto.  The rest of us have a little of the world within us that we spend a lifetime with the help of the Holy Spirit trying to get out.  At least, I hope you are trying to get it out because if not you will continue to be an easy target for the tricks of the devil and remain a powerless Christian.  As with Israel of old, so it is with us – it's often much easier for God to get us out of Egypt than it is to get Egypt out of us.  If you repeatedly fall for a particular area of temptation, perhaps there is too much of something within you that it can appeal to and attract.  Perhaps you need to stop feeding that in your life and to ask the Lord to rearrange you and renew your mind so that you are not such an easy target!

You can overcome temptation!  And your power to resist temptation and overcome it is tied to three key things in your life.  Let's hit them quickly:

1. Your power to resist temptations is in direct proportion to your submission to God.

Listen to the original version of an often misquoted verse of scripture:

James 4:7 Submit yourselves therefore to God.  Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. ESV

This scripture is often misquoted in the sense that people forget about the first part that is tied directly to the second.  They say, “resist the devil, and he will flee from you.”  And while it is true that you have to want to resist what Satan is trying to do, yet resistance without first submitting to God is futile and impotent.  Unless you submit to God and His will and His Word, then your resistance to the devil will be pointless.  This is why people who are always rebellious or bucking against the truths of God are easy targets for the devil.

2. Your power to resist temptations is directly related to your knowledge of the written Word of God.

It is no coincidence that in our text, all three times our Lord overcame and combated the temptations of the devil by quoting scripture.  Jesus was trying to reinforce a great truth:

Ps 119:11 I have  stored up your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you. ESV

Knowing the Word of God and the ability to remember it and use it is absolutely the greatest defense against temptation!  But the Holy Spirit cannot bring back to remembrance what you do not know and you cannot use what you have not first stored in your mind and heart.  People who don't know the Bible well and who are not endeavoring to learn the Bible well are easy targets for Satan and nothing will change until they apply themselves to store up the word in their mind!

3. Your power to resist temptation is based upon how completely you have prepared.

Paul told us:

Eph 6:11 Put on  the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against  the schemes of the devil. ESV

Say it with me, “put on the whole armor of God.”  If you leave something out or are incomplete in your preparation and surrender to God, the devil will find that weakness and exploit it.  There's no subject of the Bible not important.  If you are weak in one area, then the devil will attack you by coming against you at where you are the least strong.  This is why you need church and Bible Study.  This is why you need a pastor.  This is why you must everyday seek His face in prayer and open His Word to learn something new or be reminded of something great.  Because where you are lacking and least, the enemy will come.  But if you put on the whole armor of God – if you take everything that God has provided for us and use it accordingly, then you can stand against the most ruthless onslaught of temptation.  You can make it if you will learn the Word of God, surrender and submit to the Will of God, and use all of what God has provided!  

_________________________________________________

Finally, in talking temptation, never forget that there is a great point to all of this because:

Overcoming temptations leads to spiritual power!

It was in Matthew's version of the temptations of Jesus that we read:

Matt 4:11 Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came and were ministering to him. ESV

God will not let the devil outdo Him!  The devil is a fallen angel and his temptations are a way of “ministering” unto you trying to get you to fail so that his will is done.  But if you will resist the temptations, then God will send His angels to strengthen you by ministering unto you so that you can stand and better do His will!  When you endeavor to do something greater in God, a fresh round of temptations come and God does not tempt anyone, but He allows the temptations to come because if you overcome them, then He will be able to better bless you!  That is why Peter told us:

1 Peter 1:6-7 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that  the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes  though it is tested by  fire—may be found to result in  praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. ESV   

That is why that James, in the verse right before he told us that God tempts nobody but rather it is our own lusts that pull us away said:

James 1:12 Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him. ESV

In the Greek, the word that James uses for “trial” here is the same word used for “temptations” and in verb form for “tempts” in the next verse.  Not only can you overcome temptation, and not only has God given you everything that you need to do so, but you must because the reward and payoff is great!  Those who give into temptation, reaps the wages of sin which is death, but those who resist and remain faithful and steadfast through temptation, “will receive the crown of life, which God has promised!”  It's a no-brainer which one you want in the end!  So submit yourselves to God and resist the devil!  When the devil comes talking temptation in your life, over come it and go forward in God!  The natural and immediate benefits will be worth it and so will the eternal reward!

