Luke 4:1-15
1Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. 3The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.”4Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’”5Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6And the devil said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. 7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” 8Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 9Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,’ 11and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 12Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 13When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.

14Then Jesus, filled with the power of the Spirit, returned to Galilee, and a report about him spread through all the surrounding country. 15He began to teach in their synagogues and was praised by everyone.
Genesis 3:1-7

1Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 2The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 3but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’“ 4But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; 5for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

6So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 7Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves. 

The Jesus I Never Knew:  Showdown in the Wilderness
One of the hardest things about being a pastor is representing God in the midst of tragedy.  There are many events in life that can seem so unfair and when one of these happens, sometimes we hear folks respond, “Why did God let this happen?  Why didn’t God do something?”  Sometimes the response is very personal, “What did I do deserve these terrible circumstances?”  Behind these kind of questions is a question theologians have struggled with for centuries.  It even has its own name, theodicy, which goes something like:  If we are created by a loving and benevolent God, why is there so much pain and suffering in the world?  Why doesn’t God act to remove evil and suffering from our midst?
You may know folks who have struggled with that question and who ultimately turned away from God, because it can be hard to understand.  I believe part of the problem is due to bad theology.  Many folks do believe in a punishing God, that God causes us to suffer for the sins we’ve committed.  But that belief isn’t Scriptural.  While I believe we can suffer for our sins, I believe that suffering is the result of the cause and effect of our own actions, not as punishment from God.  Our God is a loving God, but one who allows us to make our own choices and our own mistakes.
The flip side of believing in a punishing God is the belief that God rewards us materially.  This is the Gospel of Prosperity, as some call it - the idea that if you have faith, have a positive attitude, and donate generously you’re guaranteed to have an increase in material wealth.  This belief also contributes to the confusion.  Unfortunately, the fact is you can do all of those things and still have great misfortune.  There are no physical or material guarantees in this life.  A relationship of faith with God doesn’t guarantee material success.  Instead, what a growing relationship of faith with God does guarantee is growth in the fruit of the Spirit, such things as love, joy, peace, patience, and kindness.  In other words, a relationship of faith allows us to experience these fruit in the midst of any circumstances life might have to offer, good or bad.  
Whenever I think of this question of theodicy, one event always surfaces for me, perhaps because of the terrible injustice represented, but also because of the response of the community affected.  You may remember several years ago when a deranged man entered an Amish school building in Pennsylvania, shot ten children ages six to thirteen in the head – five of whom died, and then took his own life.  Of course there is no sect that strives more to live faithfully than the Amish.  And young children certainly wouldn’t be punished by God.  But it’s that kind of awful event that can make even the most faithful person wonder what kind of life this is.  How could God let something like that happen?  I believe it is crucial for our own faith – and for our witness as Christians - to have answered these kinds of questions for ourselves: where is God in the midst of tragedies?  Why do bad things happen to good people?
It is definitely an odd life that we are born into.  Maybe at one time or another we’ve had the idea that if we were in charge of things - if we were God - we would do things much differently.  There wouldn’t be any evil or sickness, no misery or grief, no death.  But actually isn’t that exactly the condition of God’s plan that we read in the early chapters of Genesis?  And if it weren’t but for one attribute of humans, I believe that’s the way it would be today.  It seems there is one reality of God’s Creation that has ultimately resulted in this world being the flawed place that we experience.  And that one reality is human free will.

You see, from the outset humans have been free to decide whether they would follow God’s perfect Will or not – just as we are today.  But the temptation to follow our own desires – the temptation to be our own God – resulted in a very different kind of life than the one God originally would have had us experience.  As we read this morning, the woman was tempted into taking the fruit when the serpent said to her, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”  And it’s this freedom of choice that makes us human.  If we weren’t free to choose, we would, in effect, only be puppets.  In fact, God created us so that we might have a relationship of love with God, but it’s up to us to freely choose that relationship.

So although we might think we would do things differently - eliminate evil, sickness, and death – the fact is we can’t have it both ways.  If humans are to have free will, then we also get all of its sinful consequences, just like Adam and Eve did.
In his book, The Jesus I Never Knew, Philip Yancey states:
In a garden, a man and woman had fallen for Satan’s promise of a way to rise above their assigned state . . .   Millennia later, another representative [of humans] – the Second Adam, in Paul’s phrase – faced a similar test. . . . The same tempter who had found a fatal spot of vulnerability in Adam and Eve aimed his thrust against Jesus with deadly accuracy.

We heard in our Gospel reading that Jesus
was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.  He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. 

So here was Jesus, who after wandering around in the wilderness for weeks without food, was tired, weak, and very hungry.  What a perfect opportunity for Satan to try to tempt him, right?  Hit him while he’s down.  And what were the temptations?  “You’re supposed to be the Son of God, and you’re starving?  Prove who you are and take care of yourself by turning this stone into bread, if you can.”  “You’ve come to be the king of the world.  I can make that happen right now.  I can save you a lot of time, trouble, and terrible suffering if you’ll only worship me.”  “If you’re the Messiah everyone’s waiting on, why not prove it right now.  Jump off the top of this temple and let God’s angels save you.  That’ll get everyone’s attention and prove that you’re God’s Son.  Again, I’m telling you, it’ll save you a lot of unnecessary time, trouble, and suffering.”
Last week we said that during Jesus’ time it would be impossible to exaggerate the importance of the word, Messiah, among faithful Jews, that every Hebrew prophet had taught that someday God would install an heir of King David as the ruler of his never-ending kingdom on earth.  Yancey quotes an author who believes the temptation scene is related to that very issue: 

What should the Messiah look like?  A People’s Messiah who could turn stones into bread to feed the multitudes?  A Torah Messiah, standing tall at the lofty pinnacle of the temple?  A King Messiah, ruling over not just Israel but all the kingdoms of earth?  In other words, Satan was offering Jesus the chance to be the thundering Messiah we think we want. . . . We want anything but a Suffering Messiah.
And actually, a temptation similar to the one of throwing himself from the high place to test God’s care would surface a couple of more times.  At one point, Peter recoiled when he heard Jesus’ prediction of suffering and death and cried out, “Never, Lord!  This shall never happen to you!”  Jesus instinctively reacted with the words, “Get behind me, Satan!”  In Peter’s words, he had heard again the allure of Satan tempting him towards an easier way.
And again, nailed to the cross, Jesus would hear this temptation repeated as a taunt.  The chief priests called out, “If he’s the Messiah, the king of Israel, let him come down from the cross now.  Then we’ll believe in him.”  But there was no rescue, no miracle, no easy, painless path.  For Jesus to save others, quite simply, he could not save himself.

And so the Temptation in the desert reveals a profound difference between God’s power and Satan’s power.  Satan has the power to coerce, to dazzle, to deceive, to force obedience, to destroy.  And humans have learned much from that power.  With a bullwhip or a billy club or an AK47, humans can force other humans to do just about anything they want.  Satan’s power is external and coercive.

On the other hand, God’s power is internal and not coercive.  God is committed to transform gently from the inside out.  As every parent and lover knows, love can be rendered powerless if the beloved chooses to spurn it.  In a way this kind of power seems to be weakness.  And indeed in human terms, in worldly terms, it is.  God chooses to be weak for one purpose: to let human beings freely choose for themselves what to do with him.

Yancey states that

My faith suffers from too much freedom, too many temptations to disbelieve.  At times I want God to overwhelm me, to overcome my doubts with certainty, to give final proofs of his existence and his concern.  I want God to take a more active role in human affairs and my own personal history, as well.

He says to just think of how many Jews would have been spared if God had removed Hitler from power.  And in personal terms we want spectacular answers to prayers: healing for diseases, protection and safety for loved ones.  We want a God without ambiguity; One to whom we can point for the sake of our doubting friends.  And yet within those thoughts is a thin, hollow echo of the challenges Satan hurled at Jesus.  Yancey states:

The miracles Satan suggested, the signs and wonders the Pharisees demanded, the final proofs we yearn for, would offer no serious obstacle to an omnipotent God.  More amazing is his refusal to perform and to overwhelm.  God’s terrible insistence on human freedom is so absolute that he granted us the power to live as though he did not exist, to spit in his face, to crucify him.

I believe God insists on such restraint because no pyrotechnic displays of omnipotence will achieve the response he desires.  Although power can force obedience, only love can summon a response of love, which is the one thing God wants from us and the reason he created us.
And to me that’s the bottom line.  God created us so that we might have a relationship of love with God.  He expresses this in the Ten Commandments, and Jesus reiterated it as the greatest commandment: 

Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.

But it’s up to us to freely choose that relationship.  A theologian states:

Freedom is of the essence of the human creature just as love is of God’s essence.  For the Creator will have [a being] with whom this outgoing, overflowing love that expresses itself in creation can enter into communion.  Only a free creature could love. [But] the freedom to love presupposes the freedom not to love, and the freedom to assume responsibility willingly presupposes the freedom to renounce it.  Through power, God could only eliminate suffering by eliminating freedom.  But if freedom is of the very essence of the human creature, then the elimination of freedom would imply the virtual elimination of humanity.

Suffering is part and parcel of our lives.  But our God has entered into this life of ours.  Our God has become intimate with the suffering we experience.  Jesus turned down the shortcuts to showing he was the Messiah even though the result would be that he must suffer and die on the cross for us.  A minister writes that:
What we would really want is a God who will cut our losses and cushion our failures, a God who will grant us a life free from pain.  We want a God who will rescue us from death, who will delete it from the human experience and find another way to operate.  But what we have instead is a God who resurrects us from the dead, putting an end to it by working through it instead of around it, creating life in the midst of grief, creating love in the midst of loss, creating faith in the midst of despair, resurrecting us from our big and little deaths, showing us by his own example that the only road to Easter morning runs smack through Good Friday.

In the aftermath of the tragedy at the school in Pennsylvania, what is amazing is the response from the Amish community.  In many ways their reaction very much answers the kinds of questions that might be asked: Where is your God?  What good did your faith do you?  Of course, their faith didn’t prevent the evil of this world from acting, just as Jesus didn’t prevent his own torture.  Everyone in this world is subject to the evils therein.  But the faith of the Amish community, and the good it does, is exhibited in their actions and their reactions.  Along with the obvious immensity of their grief, they also displayed the great comfort of their Christian hope, as stated in a newspaper article at the time: 

They know their children are innocent . . . and they know that they will join them in death.”  They take comfort in the fact that their “loved ones have gone on to a better life where they are no longer in pain.
But even more telling about the faith of these people is their belief in the love of God and their need to forgive.  They understood that the family members of the shooter were just as much victims as themselves.  And so they reached out to this family with love and forgiveness.  The shooter’s wife wrote an open letter to her Amish neighbors thanking them for their forgiveness, grace, and mercy.  She wrote:

Your love for our family has helped to provide the healing we so desperately need. Gifts you've given have touched our hearts in a way no words can describe. Your compassion has reached beyond our family, beyond our community, and is changing our world, and for this we sincerely thank you.
Such a compassionate response reveals a belief that each individual is responsible to counter violence through love and forgiveness - a sort of prayer in action.

Jesus came to usher in the kingdom of God.  Obviously, it is not here in its fullness, yet we have signs that the kingdom is among us now.  The kind of sign from this community of faith that refuses to let acts of evil deter their Christian response shows us there can be resurrection from all that is deadly in life.  And we, too, are to provide signs by being agents of God’s kingdom by combating evil with love.  But it takes courage, and it takes a relationship of faith with God.  What it doesn’t take is hatred, retaliation, or cynicism.
Jesus answered each of the temptations by quoting Scripture to Satan, demonstrating his intimate relationship with the Father.  When we are walking with God, when we are being agents of God’s kingdom, we see hope in the midst of despair; we see love triumph over hate and apathy; we see faith outliving doubt; and we see life emerging from that which is dead within others and within ourselves.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
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