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“A Desert Experience”

Matthew 4:1-11
February 10, 2008

Last week we read the story of Jesus taking His disciples up on a mountain for a mountain top experience. But we know they didn’t stay on that mountain don’t we. Nobody gets to stay in mountain top experiences. Mountain top experiences strengthen us for normal valley life and occasional desert times.

Several years ago I made a trip out to Phoenix Arizona for a Promise Keeper’s Pastor’s convention. It was in the summer, July or August. Phoenix has a desert mountain within the city limits. South Mountain Park is the largest park within a city limit in the United States, or so they claim. I suppose it is accurate to say that in South Mountain Park you can have a mountain top experience and a desert experience at the same time.

One morning about an hour before sunrise I drove out to South Mountain and climbed to the highest overlook. The lights of the city sparkled under the indigo blue of the morning sky, and beyond that the desert and other high peaks lay in shadow. It was beautiful, even a spiritual experience. As I stood there drinking in the beauty the sun cracked over the eastern horizon and the rays hit me like laser beams. It seemed like the temperature jumped thirty degrees in seconds. It was pretty obvious that this mountain top was going to turn into a desert experience pretty quickly. I wasn’t surprised, that was why I made that journey so early in the morning. Phoenix is not a vacation destination in the summer!

Last week I told you about my mountain top experience with God. Now I am going to tell you the rest of the story. Remember, I told you it was late on a Friday evening when I gave my life to the Lord. The campus was deserted and quiet. I was so “pumped up” so excited by the experience that there are just no words to describe how I felt. I was bubbling over, exuberant, exhilarated, thrilled. I was so full of God’s love that I burst out of that dorm room and almost ran down the stairs and out into the darkened courtyard. The dorms were built around a large park-like space with trees, shrubbery and walkways. In the center of that park was a pavilion and the sidewalks radiated out of that center to all points of the campus. An occasional lamp illuminated the walks, and it was along one of those walks that I found myself almost skipping along. As I passed from a circle of light into the darkness my exuberance bubbled over and I think I said, out loud to no one in particular, “Satan, you can never touch me again!” And as quickly as you can turn off a light my joy turned to terror and I stumbled and almost fell to the ground, and then, just as quickly, whatever caused the terror was gone. I stood there in the dark, trembling, the joy replaced by a sobering idea of the challenges that lay ahead. And it was almost as if I could hear a little chuckle from the darkness.

In time I would come to understand that this desert encounter was for my own benefit, that God allowed it so that I might realize that this world is the haunt of Satan and his minions. They are as real as angels and God’s Holy Spirit, and they are hard at work trying to snatch us away from useful work for the Lord. They cannot steal our eternal souls from God. We belong to Him through His Son Jesus Christ and nothing “in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39) (That’s from the Bible, not me, so you can bank on it!) But they will do everything they can to corrupt our lives for Jesus, and they know our weaknesses better than we do.

Now, let me point out something to you so that I don’t give Satan more credit than due. He is not godlike! He can’t be all knowing or omnipresent, he is a created being and limited much like you and me. On the other hand, he is a spirit being, not limited by physical restrictions like we are, has been around at least since Adam and Eve, and so has been able to learn a great deal about our human weakness and how to capitalize on those weaknesses. And he has helpers.

Satan is not as smart as we are tempted to believe however, as this story clearly shows us. Satan knew Jesus was the Son of God, and yet he tried to temp Jesus with his same old tricks, the ones we might fall for, but Jesus .. not a chance. Listen to his foolishness:

“If you are the Son of God”, Satan said. Satan was trying to cast a little doubt in Jesus mind wasn’t he? And you might notice that it was the same argument he used on Eve, you can’t trust God’s word. Jesus had heard the voice of God proclaim Him God’s Son just that very day as He came out of the water of baptism. Even if He had any confusion about who He was before the baptism, He had none now. And there is no reason to believe Jesus was ever confused about his Sonship.
“IF!” He does that with us all the time. “If God really loved you He wouldn’t …” you fill in the blanks. “If you were really saved and are really a Christian you …” again you fill in the blanks. Would or wouldn’t do something doesn’t make us disciples of Jesus! We all know that! How many times have we heard the truth, “Salvation is by God’s grace and not our efforts.” The things we do or don’t do are our efforts to say thank you for the gift of salvation that God will never take back, NEVER. Jesus knew who He was! We need to be reminded every once in a while, but we know whose we are too. No if’s about it!

Satan said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread” Satan often hits us with multiple temptations at the same time. If one doesn’t get us maybe it will confuse us enough the other will. And listen, Satan was inviting Jesus to do something to prove His Sonship, to settle any doubts once and for all by a miracle. His invitation was so sweet, so concerned for Jesus’ welfare. “Bless your heart, you are hungry”.

But it was a temptation to question the expressed word and wisdom of God buried in what sounded like sweet concern, just like he did with Eve. Satan is a master of deceit but Jesus is the Master of His Father’s word and quotes Deuteronomy 8:3 “Man does not live by bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.”

That didn’t work for him, but Satan doesn’t give up easily. Once again Satan tries the doubt approach coupled with what sounds like a reasonable idea. Taking Jesus to the highest point on the temple in Jerusalem he says, “If you are the Son of God throw yourself from this high place. For it is written, God will send His angels to save you.” (Uh O, Satan reads the Bible too!) It is almost as if Satan is saying to Jesus, “Do you believe that? I believe it! In fact, I believe it so much that I’m making this little suggestion. Throw yourself off this high place, the people will see, and see the angels save you and, presto, you will be the Messiah. No need for any messy cross! Satan was tempting Jesus to advance the work of God by obvious worldly means. If you give em something spectacular they will believe.

First of all, that in itself is a lie. Later in His ministry Jesus would do greater wonders than jumping from high places and many people still wouldn’t believe in Him. And secondly Satan’s suggestion was a temptation to spiritual presumption upon God, to demand a supernatural act in response to an action God neither encouraged or commanded. It was putting God to the test when Jesus was the one being tested. And so once again Jesus quoted Deuteronomy, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” (6:16) To the best of my knowledge there is only one place in the Bible where God encourages us to test Him and that is in Malachi 3:10 and the topic is tithing.

Are we tempted to test God? If we are not careful we could be. We test all kinds of things; products, knowledge, friendships, promises, commitments. Do we test God when we pray for something and then check to see if God granted our request? Are we testing God’s reliability? Sometimes, maybe. We have to be very careful how and why we pray. If not in words then in attitude we must always be ready to accept whatever God decides.

What Satan was trying to do was tempt Jesus to put God to the test so that His ministry would blossom. That sounds like a good reason to test God. But God’s idea of a blossoming ministry and our idea may not look at all alike. In fact I would be amazed if they did. Jesus had to bear the cross and so do we. Didn’t Jesus say “Take up your cross daily and follow me”? (Luke 9:23) A “cross” is anything that causes us to struggle because a cross is always a burden. You cross could be your job or a relationship or even your health. Jesus isn’t telling you to take up your cross alone is he? No! He says take it up and “follow me”. Would you just trudge along behind Jesus, dragging your cross, and not talk to Him about it? Of course not! He expects you to ask for His help. He knows how to carry your cross and He will help you. He may not take it from you, but help you carry it.

Well, using scripture against Jesus didn’t work for Satan. Appealing to His physical hunger didn’t work. Twisted logic failed. And so he tries the direct approach. “Worship me and I will give you the world.” Evidently Satan has the power to accomplish such a thing, for a while. But Jesus knew if He followed the plan of God through the cross all the kingdoms of the world would be His for all eternity. And so Jesus once again quotes Deuteronomy, 6:13, “It is written: Worship the Lord your God, and serve Him only.”  And then notice, Jesus commands Satan to leave and he does. Jesus is Lord!

You and I face much the same battle that Jesus did in this desert experience. Every day we face spiritual battles. Paul warned us saying, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” (Eph. 6:12) We have the very same choices as Jesus, trust God, stick to His word and path or try it the worlds way. Every day we face Joshua’s challenge to the people, “Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served beyond the river, or the gods of the Amorites…” or the Lord. (Joshua 24:15)
And every day we can have the same victory as Jesus because God promised saying, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” (I Cor. 10:13)


This story makes the “way” perfectly clear. Three times Jesus says to Satan, “For it is written” and then He quotes the Bible. Paul tells us the bible is the “sword of God”, in fact it is the only offensive weapon God gives us. We must read it, we must memorize it, we must trust His word. To be an effective weapon against Satan we must have God’s word where we can quickly reach it, in our hearts and minds. Lets make this the year we arm ourselves to do battle for the Lord. Amen.
