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     Well here we are in the middle of January and it was great to celebrate the Patriots victory last night 

and look forward to our likely showdown with Pittsburgh here next week, but it is also fun in the middle 

of winter to think about another athletic event that is coming up in the spring and now is only a few 

months away, and that is the Boston Marathon.   Last year, Irene and I along with a few friends were 

along the route in Boston, and we had the chance to see the leaders up close and personal-it was the 

first time I had done that in many years, and it was so exciting!  Now I know that we have some people 

here who have run the Boston Marathon or some other marathon-could you marathoners raise your 

hands?  Now, I can assure you that none of the people who just raised their hands would say to 

themselves one Patriots Day morning in April, “Gee, I feel like it is would be really cool to run the 

marathon today”, and so they just set out towards Hopkinton Common and just started running.  We all 

know that they would not get that far, because the simple physiological fact is that the average person 

doesn’t have the mental and physical strength to run 26.2 miles without stopping.   

     But as those of you who have run a marathon know, the average person can train to run a complete 

marathon by doing a certain amount regularly.  And by gradually increasing that amount over a period 

of weeks and months, the average person can increase their mental and physical strength so that they 

can run 26.2 miles without stopping.    Now this morning, we want to talk about another type of 

training, the type of training that we all need to have in order to run the race of life, training about how 

to face temptation.  Now I know that our culture would sort of poo-poo such a topic-aren’t we 

constantly encouraged to give in to things and have whatever we want?  Isn’t giving into temptation 

what makes life happy and worth living?  But as the news reminds us every day, there are a constant 

stream of people who have destroyed their life and the lives of many other people around them 

because they could not stop themselves from giving into temptation.  We don’t just need the news to be 

aware of that though-we can look at the lives of our family and friends and yes, let’s be honest, at our 

own heart and life, because each of us is familiar with temptation in our own lives-there are some things 

out there that we know in our heart that we shouldn’t do or that we shouldn’t want or shouldn’t be that 

are extremely tempting.  I think that most of you know exactly what I am talking about. 

     Jesus was someone who dealt with temptation, but never more powerfully than in the passage that 

we read from this morning.  Now as we talked about last week, He was just about to begin His ministry, 

and He had come down to the River Jordan to be baptized by John the Baptist, and it was there that the 

Holy Spirit came down upon Him like a dove, and He heard a voice from heaven saying “You are my 

beloved Son, and with You I am well pleased.”  What a special mountaintop moment that was!  And 

then we are told in our Scripture passage today that after this, Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned 

from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit to the wilderness, where for 40 days He was tempted by 

Satan, or the Devil.  How often it is in life that we can go from a very high point to a moment when we 

are very tempted to do something that we know we shouldn’t do. 

     Now there is another famous couple at the beginning of the Bible who were tempted by the Devil-

does anyone remember who that might be?  Yes, Adan and Eve.  As you might remember, as soon as 

Adam and Eve were brought together by God, Satan shows up in the form of a serpent and tempts them 



successfully.  Luke chapter 3 gives us the genealogy of Jesus, and the last line in that genealogy reminds 

us that Jesus was descended from Adam.  Now we know that encounter between Adam and Eve and the 

Devil ended badly.  How will it go for Jesus? 

     But that is not the only Bible parallel.  Notice where this encounter takes place-in the wilderness.  

Now the nation of Israel wandered about in the wilderness, after God brought them out of slavery in the 

land of Egypt.  God invited them to go up and take the Promised Land, but they were afraid, and ended 

up turning back towards the wilderness, where they wandered for another 40 years.  So now Jesus is in 

the wilderness for 40 days.  He too has a choice about following God’s leading, or not.  So what path will 

He choose to take? 

     One of the classic movies of all time is Back to the Future, starring Michael J. Fox.  It tells the story of 

Marty McFly, a teenager growing up in a loser household.  His father is a buffoon.  His mother drinks too 

much.  His siblings are classic underachievers.  And it all started back when his parents were teenagers, 

when his father was humiliated by a school bully named Biff.  But when Marty manages to be 

accidentally sent back 30 years earlier by the crazy mad scientist in the neighborhood, he is able to 

arrange circumstances in such a way that his father is the one who humiliates Biff, by knocking him out 

in front of Marty’s future Mom.  That twist in the story changes history.  When Marty finds his way back 

to his own time, he finds his family living in a sprawling mansion, and the bully Biff is out in the driveway 

waxing the family’s cars.  Things that happen in the past can have a major impact on the future, and that 

is why Jesus’ time in the wilderness was a crucial moment for Him and in retrospect, for all of us.  Since 

Jesus was the only person there, we can imagine that later on during His ministry, He gathered His 

disciples together around Him, maybe at a campfire one night, and told them about His experience in 

the wilderness being tempted, and how it shaped Him and molded Him 

     So let’s take a closer look at this showdown in the wilderness to see what we can learn about training 

to deal with our own temptations.  First, I want you to notice how vulnerable Jesus was.  He was 

physically depleted.  He didn’t eat anything for 40 days, which is at the outer limits of human endurance.  

This reminds us that we are most vulnerable to temptation in our lives when we are physically depleted, 

when we are tired, hungry, and so forth.  But Jesus wasn’t just hungry, he was also alone.  There was no 

cell phone service out there.  He had no one to lean on.  No one was there to encourage him.  That is a 

reminder that we become more vulnerable when we are alone, when we are isolated from other 

people, physically or emotionally.  Folks who travel for business will tell you that they become 

vulnerable when they are away from home, when no one is watching, when there is no one around to 

remind them of who they are and what their life is about.   

     And so it is that the Devil, playing on Jesus’ hunger, first tempted Him to have something He was not 

meant to have.  “Since you are God’s Son”, the Devil says, “command this stone to turn into a loaf of 

bread.”  Jesus responds, “It is written: ‘One does not live on bread alone.”   Now obviously, there is 

nothing wrong with bread or with eating food, but at this moment, Jesus was fasting in order to put His 

focus on God.  It was not the time for Him to have bread.  In the same way, we might be tempted 

sometimes to have too much food, or the wrong kind of food.  Or we can be tempted to have just about 

anything-nicer clothes, newer car, cooler technology, bigger house.  Now there is nothing wrong with 

any of these things, but there is a problem if we have to compromise our integrity to get them, or work 

too many hours to hang on to some of those things, or giving less to God and to others so that we have 

more to spend on ourselves.  Even if we can’t have those things, the mere desire for them can 



sometimes rob us of joy, and stir up jealousy and greed in our hearts.  Are you tempted to have 

something you are not meant to have right now? 

     Secondly, we can be tempted to be someone we are not meant to be.  In the second temptation, the 

Devil led Jesus up to a high place and shows Him in an instant all the nations of the world.  And He said 

to Him, “I will give you all this authority and splendor, if you worship me.”  But Jesus answered, ‘It is 

written: Worship the Lord your God and serve God only.”   

     The Devil was inviting Jesus to become powerful, as so many people in Israel wanted their Messiah to 

do-to overthrow Roman rule and make Israel once again a powerful nation.  But Jesus knew that God did 

not send Him to set up an earthly kingdom, but a heavenly one.  We can be tempted in the same way, to 

be something that we are not meant to be right now, whether that is a glamorous job, or to be popular 

or powerful, or be married to a certain person, or to be wealthy, or to be famous.  There is nothing 

wrong with any of those things, but again, they may not be what you are meant to be right now, and the 

mere desire for them can rob you of your joy, and stir up jealousy and greed in your heart.  Are you 

tempted to be something you are not meant to be right now? 

     And finally, sometimes we are tempted to do things we are not meant to do.  In the third temptation, 

the Devil leads Jesus to Jerusalem, and has Him stand on the highest point of the Temple.  “If you are 

the Son of God, throw yourself down from here.  For it is written:  “He will command His angels 

concerning you to protect you, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.”  Notice how clever 

the Devil is, to use Scripture against Jesus.  And the temptation for Jesus is to believe that God will never 

put Him in any danger, that He will never die.  But Jesus responds, “Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test.”  He was willing to give up everything, even His life, for God. 

     You know, sometimes we put the Lord our God to the test by doing things we were not meant to do.  

We were not meant by God to have our lives controlled by addictions to things like drugs.  We were not 

meant by God if you are married to give yourself away sexually outside of the covenant of marriage.  We 

were not meant by God to let our anger explode.  When we do these things, as many of us have done, it 

ends badly.  We hurt ourselves and we hurt others.  Are you tempted to do something you weren’t 

meant to do right now? 

     So here is what Satan offered Jesus in the wilderness-a different storyline for His life.  He offered Him 

a life without hardship, with privilege, and without the Cross.  But Jesus didn’t fall for it.  He said, “My 

life is about more than being comfortable, than about having privilege, than about being safe.  It is 

about doing God’s will and fulfilling my purpose.  That is what I was meant to do.”  And your life is the 

same way.  This is why we need what Christians call spiritual disciplines to keep us on the right track in 

life.  This gets back to our illustration about running a marathon-you have got to train in order to do it.  

And you and I also need to train ourselves in order to resist temptations that can ruin our lives and the 

lives of those we love.  Coming to worship like you have done this morning is one good way, and making 

prayer and reading Scripture a part of your schedule is another good way.  Acts of service is another 

really good way to resist temptation. 

     Finally, one other way to resist temptation is to enjoy your life before God, as much as you are able!  

We are most vulnerable to temptation when we are depressed, or stressed out, or just basically 

unhappy.  Let’s say together the verse from II Timothy 2:22 in your bulletin:  “Pursue faith and love and 

peace, and enjoy the companionship of those who call on the Lord with pure hearts.”  So pursue things 



in your life that strengthen your faith, and your love for family and friends, that bring you peace and 

enjoyment.  Enjoy the companionship of friends who encourage you to live a godly life.  Life is such a gift 

to all of us-don’t let temptations rob you of the joy you can know in this life.  We give God the praise 

and the honor today, Amen. 

 


