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Lent 1, 2010
Preached:  February 21, 2010 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Luke 4:1-13
This is our comfort:  Jesus did everything we can’t do.

1. He had complete trust in every Word of God.
2. He never abused his power and authority.
3. The epitome of self-restraint, he did not put God to the test.
“If only I had done . . .” Fill in the blank. What are your regrets in life? “If only I hadn’t wasted a whole day cruising the internet.” “If only I hadn’t thrown away my money on that car that’s going to be worth nothing by the time I make the last payment on it.” “If only I had studied when I was in school so that now I wouldn’t be stuck in this dead end job.” “If only I had been kinder to my mother before she died.” It’s one of the bitterest, most gut wrenching sentence starters in the English language, isn’t it? “If only I had . . .” or “If only I hadn’t . . .”
The Word of God in today’s service helps us to wrestle with these regrets, to grapple with why we were tempted with these bad alternatives in the first place, to look carefully at our soul in the mirror to see what character flaws in us led us to cave in to these temptations, to work on a plan for not giving in to them in the future. But the Gospel for today helps us to move on from just agonizing over these regrets. It shows us why we don’t have to resign ourselves to the fact that we’re going to keep making mistakes. The Gospel for today helps us to shift our attention away from our feeble attempts, and it shines the light brilliantly on the one who become you and me. It shows us where we can find all of the peace and comfort that we need so that we can put these regrets to rest. It shows us Jesus, who just like us, was severely tempted by the devil. It shows us how Jesus never gave in to one temptation. It shows Jesus as our perfect substitute who never did anything He ever regretted. It shows us how Jesus did everything that we can’t do perfectly. It shows us that Jesus has accomplished it all in our place so that our souls can say, “It’s all right. There are no regrets. Jesus has taken care of it all.”

Jesus, in the days after His baptism, was led into the wilderness to be tempted. I think Luke’s wording at the beginning of the Gospel is so very important. “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.” The Spirit actually led Him into this. It was God’s plan. Jesus could not serve as the Savior of mankind if He did not go through this severe temptation that the devil was going to subject Him to. And I want you to notice the three particular temptations.
He was tempted first of all to put His trust in physical things rather than in the Word of God. “He ate nothing during those [forty] 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.”’” In His human flesh Jesus had the same physical needs as you and I. He needed food for His body to stay alive. He put Himself at the extreme edge of being able to stay physically alive. This was not just the devil taking advantage of Jesus in His physically weakened condition. Jesus drove Himself to this point. He went without food for forty days. That’s about as long as the human body can stay alive without food. But there was more to it than just hanging on to physical life. Mentally, emotionally, He was at the end of the human rope. Physically speaking this was the cracking point. He was up against the wall. But He went through the wall. He responded, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone.’” Now, it’s curious that Luke does not quote the whole verse. The Gospel writer Matthew records this account too, and he records more of the verse, which Jesus actually quoted from the fifth book of Moses in the Old Testament:  “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” There is something that is even more necessary for life than physical food, and that is the Word of God. The Word of God can keep you alive even when you have no food left to eat. God had showed that many times in the Old Testament when He kept people like the Children of Israel and Elijah alive when it looked like they had completely run out of food. Trusting in God and His Word is more important than trusting in things like physical food. God is the creator of all physical nourishment, and He can create this means of sustaining physical life simply by the power of His Almighty Word. Jesus had a complete trust in God like no other human being has ever had.
But the devil continued to try to probe for human weaknesses in Him. He next tries to see if there is a sense of human vanity in Jesus. All human beings want to be in control. They want power. And so the devil dangled this one in front of Jesus: “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.’” Over the centuries Christians have considered this temptation and have asked the question, “Who did the devil think he was fooling here? Jesus knew that the kingdoms of the world belong to God. The devil had no right to offer them to Jesus.” The devil is a perverse character, isn’t he? He always speaks in half-truths. In a sense he does own all the kingdoms of this world. The Bible sometimes does refer to him as “the prince of this world” (John 12:31). But did He really think that Jesus didn’t know that He had to suffer and die before His heavenly Father would restore the kingdoms of the world to Him? No matter how tricky the devil’s deceptions are to mortal man, this one man, this Son of Man, did not for a moment let His mind be misled by the father of lies. Again quoting the Word of God, Jesus said, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’”
Human beings can often let power go to their head. When an older child is put in charge of younger brothers and sisters, it is just natural that the older child will become bossy and want to use that authority that the mom and dad delegated to him for his own selfish purposes. We sinful human beings invariably abuse power when it is put into our hands. But Jesus had no sin. Never did He abuse the power that He possessed as God. He could have used it to re-order the forces of the universe for His own selfish advantage, but He didn’t do that. He took the road of humility. He was willing to give up every advantage He had as true God because He knew it was the only way for Him to save the human race. Jesus did everything we can’t do. He never abused His power and authority.
And so the devil took Him up to 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.’” There is a basic human urge to throw all caution to the winds. Have you felt it yet? It’s the thrill that goes with speed, the exhilaration that comes from doing something dangerous. It’s the perverse defiance that says I want to try something evil just to see if I can by with it. It’s taking risks to test God—to see if God will spare us from the consequences of our foolish behavior. “Come on,” the devil said to Jesus. Dare God. See if He will keep His Word to send out His angels to protect you from becoming road-kill.” Jesus wasn’t having any of it. He answered the devil’s misuse of Scripture with Scripture: “It says: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” “There is no reason to defy God by taking risks,” Jesus was saying. Even sinful thrill seeking Jesus did not give into!
“When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him.” After these forty days of testing, the devil realized it was no use. He left Him, but only for a while—“until an opportune time,” Luke says. He would be back. He would not give up completely. Near the end of Lent we will see the devil tempting Jesus again, severely, in the Garden of Gethsemane. As long as Jesus was visibly on this earth, the devil did not give up. But he did not succeed. And it is that fact that gives us followers of Jesus confidence.
You see, every time we let ourselves down, every time we let our family members down, every time we let our neighbor down, every time we let our God down, there is something that has already been done to remove that failure. Preachers often point to the fact that Jesus died to pay the punishment for each of our sins. But the Scriptures point out something else today which also gives us comfort. Even before Jesus died on the cross, He had to first live a perfect life. In order to be the perfect Substitute for us, God’s plan first required of Him that He keep every one of God’s commandments perfectly. And it’s this perfect keeping of God’s entire law, this complete refusal to ever give in to any of the devil’s temptations, this perfect will-power to not even dally over the thought of how much fun a particular sin might possibly be—it was this uncompromising, rock-hard will power that allowed Jesus to win our salvation.

When we sin, it is important that we regret our sins. It is important for us to be shaken in our souls, when we realize how ignorantly and blatantly we have offended God. It is beneficial that we should shiver with the fear that we should be thrown into the yawning abyss of hell. But it does us no good to fret over our sins in such a way as to think that it is up to us to straighten up and “fly right” in order for us to get into heaven. No, the regret that we feel over our sin should simply cause us to cry in agony, “Have mercy on me, Lord, because of your loving kindness.” And then, after we have deposited our sins at the foot of Jesus’ cross, it is important for us to turn away from them and let our eyes be lifted to the sacrifice that hangs on that cross. Look at Jesus . . . and admit that He is a perfect sacrifice. Look to Him, and see that He always honored His father and mother; that He always managed His time right; that He always said kind things about people and never talked about them behind their back; He was never greedy; never lusted after the girls; never cheated people; always gave God all of His attention and all of His love. It is that perfect life of Jesus, that unflinching refusal of Jesus to give into the devil, His 100% devotion to give His all to God—that  is our confidence. 
When you’re plagued with regrets, don’t play the “would have” “should have” “could have” game. Look to Jesus. And then your heart will be put to rest! Jesus did everything that we can’t do.  Amen.

