Reading Matthew 4 and Facing Temptation:
Thursday Morning Email Devotion for March 7, 2024

Aloha MPC ‘Ohana,

It’s Thursday, March 7. You may recall that last Sunday I invited us all to
“take up the Bible” and to read a chapter a day of the Gospel of Matthew between
now and Easter Sunday. If you started that on this past Monday, then today your
reading will have taken you to Matthew chapter 4.

There’s a lot in Matthew 4. The chapter begins with the story of Jesus’
temptation by the devil in the wilderness during the forty days after His baptism.
I find it comforting to know that even Jesus experienced temptations during His
life on earth. Hebrew 4:15 in fact says that Jesus was “tempted in every way.” But
that same verse goes on to tell us that, although he was tempted, Jesus remained
“without sin” — ie. He never succumbed to any of the temptations which He faced.

But, according to Matthew chapter 4, that didn’t stop the devil from trying.
In fact, in Matthew 4 the devil tempts Jesus three times.
First, playing on the fact that Jesus is hungry out there in the desert, the devil
tempts Him to use His divine power to turn stones into bread. But Jesus doesn’t
fall for it.
Then, the devil tempts Him to test God’s faithfulness. And again, Jesus rebuffs
Satan.
Finally, the devil brings a third temptation at Jesus. He takes Jesus up on a high
mountaintop and shows Him all the kingdoms of the world. “All this I will give
You,” Satan says to Jesus, ‘if You will just bow down and worship me.”
Needless to say, Jesus tells the devil at that point to go away, and so the devil slinks
off to wait for other opportunities.
I’ve found myself thinking a fair bit lately about this third temptation which the
devil tried to entice Jesus with. Because it was (and is) the temptation to control
“the kingdoms of the world.” That is, it’s the temptation to wield worldly power.
Jesus of course did not fall prey to that temptation Himself. But His Church has
often, sadly, succumbed to it. Because it is a very tempting shortcut.
It’s like this. If I believe the world or my nation or my society is characterized by
values which are not of God, I would probably (understandably) long to see that
changed.  And the Biblical way to work for such change is through outreach,
evangelism, and mission. Because through outreach, evangelism, and mission
people’s hearts are brought to Christ, and their whole lives (including their values)
are changed as a result. And, if that happens to enough people in a given time and
place, then the society which is comprised of those (now changed and converted)
people is itself also transformed.
But the thing is, the work of outreach, evangelism, and mission is often slow-
going. It requires patience and perseverance. To borrow a phrase from Eugene
Peterson, outreach, evangelism, and mission require “a long, slow obedience” on



the part of us Christians.

And that’s hard sometimes — especially if we’re immersed in a culture which
idolizes “instant results” and “quick success.”

And so, in a setting like that, sometimes Christians get impatient, and they start to
look for some shortcut — some quicker means to change (or at least to control) their
society, which does not require the “long, slow obedience” of actually winning
souls for Christ.

And that’s where the temptation to grasp worldly power becomes enticing.
Because, the thinking goes, if we Christians could just seize control of the local
school board or the city council or the state legislature or the Congress or the
courts of maybe even the White House, well, then we could change the world fast.
Because then we could just force everyone (by court order, law, or executive
action) to do whatever we believe they should, without having to go to all time and
trouble of actual evangelization.

It sounds quite enticing — until one stops to recognize what this really is. Because
what it is, is the same temptation to worldly power that the devil tried
(unsuccessfully) to use to ensnare Jesus.

Sadly, the devil’s had more success using this same temptation to ensnare
Christians during the last two thousand years, and so he continues to try to deploy
it. But speaking for myself, I think Jesus’ response to that temptation is still the
best: “Away with you, Satan!” (Matthew 4:10). Because there is no substitute or
shortcut to the long, slow obedience of changing the world the way that Jesus said
to — ie. by loving people into the kingdom, one heart and one life at a time.

Me ke aloha,

Pastor Ron
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