THE COMING KING-

6. Water in the Desert
(Matthew 3: 13 – 4: 11)
 “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” ‘Well done darling, I’m proud of you’. Aren’t those the words that most of us long to hear? More than anything else in the world our security and significance is bound up with the opinion of Father, especially our heavenly Father.


In a volatile and changing world this is what we want to hear. This is the water in the desert that our parched hearts pant for. The world economic crisis has brought much pain, even some high profile suicides in America and Germany.  Dr John J. Lucas, quoted in the SMH, said that the men might have "considered themselves to be worth as a human being what they were worth at the bank". How sad, they thought their value was measured in money. They thought that their chance of hearing ‘Well done my son” was gone forever. 

Instead what really matters, what really provides security and significance in life is what God thinks of you. ‘Well done, I’m pleased with you.’ To hear those words from heaven is life itself. So, how do we get the thumbs up from heaven? How do we experience significance and security in life? Have a look at Matthew’s gospel to find out. 
1. JESUS MUST STAND IN OUR PLACE

The first thing we must come to terms with is that Jesus must stand in our place. He has to. It cannot be any other way. Now hang on – how do I get that from the baptism and temptation? Be patient, look carefully and you’ll see that it’s right here. 
· Jesus should switch places with John

(v 14)

To start with the baptism is all wrong. Even the main character in the story can see that. John calls it right in verse 14 – “But John tried to deter him, saying, ‘I need to be baptised by you, and do you come to me?’”


John was right. They needed to swap places. John was where Jesus should be and Jesus was where John should be. We saw last week that John’s baptism was one of repentance – that means a turning from sin, from wrong doing. But Jesus had no sin, he lived a perfect life. What’s going on? To be baptised is to stick your hand up and say, ‘Hey, look at me, I’m a sinner, I need cleansing and forgiving by God.’ So what on earth is Jesus doing that for? It doesn’t make sense.


“Jesus replied, "Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfil all righteousness." Then John consented.” Whatever is going on here, Jesus thinks it is all part of God’s plan. We mustn’t jump the gun and read into that word ‘righteousness’ all that the Apostle Paul would later say. It is just Matthew’s way of saying that it’s all part of God’s plan. A mighty weird plan nonetheless! Jesus gets baptised when he shouldn’t need to.
· God’s beloved Son


(Psalm 2: 7; Isaiah 42: 1) 

“As soon as Jesus was baptised, he went up out of the water. At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, "This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.”

What a moment of affirmation! God is affirming Jesus as his beloved Son. That’s what Matthew wants us to see. Jesus is God’s Son. Of course there are OT connotations here. The Messianic claims of Psalm 2 are echoed here – “"I have installed my King on Zion, my holy hill." I will proclaim the decree of the LORD: He said to me, "You are my Son; today I have become your Father.” Jesus is a divinely appointed king. He is the Son of David, the Christ, God’s Son whom the Jews have been waiting for. 


But powerful, victorious kings don’t need to get baptised do they? They earn God’s favour by their mighty deeds don’t they? Ah, you see there is more to the voice from heaven. The second part echoes Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the Servant of the Lord. “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations. He will not shout or cry out, or raise his voice in the streets. A bruised reed he will not break, and a smouldering wick he will not snuff out.”  Jesus is going to be different. That Servant of which Isaiah spoke was the nation of Israel personified, which shouldn’t surprise us because we’ve seen it already in Matthew 2. Jesus is God’s Son, he is the true Israel. 
· Jesus passes the test


(Deut. 8: 2;  9: 5)

Which explains all the devil’s temptations in the desert in chapter 4. There are some major OT overtones here. 40 days in the desert reminds us of the 40 years the Israelites spent in the wilderness. Every reply Jesus gives to the devil here is a quotation from the book of Deuteronomy, which records how the Israelites were tested in the desert. Listen to Deuteronomy 8: 2 “Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands.” 

Now we can see more of what is going on. How does the devil start on the first two temptations? “If you are the Son of God… If you are the Son of God…” If. That’s what’s this is all about. Come on Jesus, prove it. If you are the son of God, the Christ, God’s chosen king, the true Israel. 


If you are all those things then you won’t need to go hungry, you can use your power to feed yourself. If you are a great king then prove it by a public stunt outside the temple. Go on, do what kings do, seize the whole world.

At its heart all three temptations are the same. The devil wants Jesus to prove that he is a king, by behaving like kings of this world do. That’s the way we do things don’t we? We think that our physical appetites are the route to happiness, or fame or power and wealth. 

And it is even worse than that. Most of all the devil wants Jesus to be a king who doesn’t have to suffer. A Son of God who has no need for the cross. 


Here we are. Jesus must stand in our place. At his baptism. Right at the start of his ministry. Before he’s done anything else, he hears these words from his Father – “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” He doesn’t earn them, they are true already. Yet because, not despite of who he is, Jesus has to suffer.  

· This Son must suffer

(Isaiah 53: 10-11; Matt. 16: 13-28)
And if you think I’m reading too much into this then I should point out that it fits perfectly with this passage and fits perfectly with Matthew’s gospel. What does Isaiah go on to say about this Servant of the Lord, this chosen one in whom God delights? “Yet it was the Lord's will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand. After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.” The true Son of God must suffer. More than that he must suffer in our place. That is why he got baptised too. He stands in our place. Has to. This is the only way we get to hear “Well done, I love you.”

And it fits with Matthew’s gospel as a whole too. In chapter 16 the penny finally drops and Peter works out who Jesus is – “the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Notice that Peter says that Jesus is the Son of God. And what happens next? Jesus tells his disciples that he must suffer and die and rise again. Peter puts Jesus straight – ‘hey, you’re the Messiah don’t go around talking about this suffering stuff. It’s really bad PR!’ And what does Jesus say to him? “Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” 

It’s exactly the same as here in chapter 4. Jesus is revealed as the Son of God and the devil’s no. 1 strategy is to try to deflect Jesus from the cross. He doesn’t want Jesus to stand in our place. 


So here we are. Do you want to be a child of God? Do you want to hear those words – well done my child, with you I am well pleased? Well give up trying to earn it then. Stop thinking that your identity and self-esteem is built upon what job you do or how much money you earn or what other people think of you. Stop that. Let all of that go. Learn the lesson of Israel. They failed. The fact that Jesus passes this test with flying colours is a damning indictment on Israel. 40 days is 40 years is over a thousand years of failing the test. 


This is step 1 of following God. You cannot go on to anything else until you get this right first. Some of us need to do this for the first time, others need to be reminded what step 1 is. Let Jesus stand in your place. And then no that you have become a child of God – past tense. Those words have been spoken over you already. This is what God thinks of you in Jesus – “This is my child, whom I love; with them I am well pleased.” 
Song – Amazing love  (think then …)
Footsteps - identification
2. WE MUST FOLLOW HIS FOOTSTEPS


Now it is going to sound like I’m contradicting myself. I’m not it but it may sound like it. There are two equal and opposite dangers we may fall into here. The first one we have just look at. Stop struggling to earn God’s favour and let Jesus stand in your place instead. 

Now, having got that first, this passage also teaches us that the Christian life is a struggle. More than that, if your life is not hard work then it is not the Christian life. 


If anybody tells you that Jesus promises an easy ride, don’t believe them. If someone claims that being baptised with the Holy Spirit will take away your struggles then point them to Jesus. The Holy Spirit led him into the desert to be tempted by the devil. And we must follow in his footsteps.
· Baptism
Baptism is a battle cry. You are signing up, taking an oath of allegiance to your commanding officer, joining the fight. Sometimes good evangelicals miss this. We are so keen to stress the first part about Jesus dying in our place, that we miss this. Becoming a Christian means changing sides, it means that you promise to fight against the temptations of the devil for the rest of your life. 


So let me ask again – have you become a Christian? Have you been baptised, as a public declaration of this fact? If so, what are you fighting with at the moment? What’s your current struggle? Because if you are not struggling with something then you are not following Jesus. I’m always struggling with attitudes and behaviour in my life. You may have noticed that it doesn’t give me a low self-image. I don’t wander around in despair as a miserable worm because I know that God loves me as his special son, but I also know that the Christian life is one long fight. It’s a struggle. Sometimes it is really hard. And when it gets really hard that doesn’t make me doubt God’s love. How can I? God told Jesus that he loved him immediately before sending him into the desert. Rather it is the other way round. When I know that God loves me because Jesus stood in my place then I find strength and grace to face the fight. 

· Expect a struggle:

So expect a struggle. Once we have understood the temptation that Jesus faced then we can apply it to ourselves. The devil’s three temptation all came down to one thing. The Christ without the Cross. A rejection of God’s way of life. Ultimately they are all idolatry. Putting our own desires and lusts before God. Finding satisfaction and value in other things outside of God. In which case we can trace them backwards to see how they will tempt us.  

· With physical appetites
“After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread." There is nothing wrong with being hungry, but the temptation here is to put our physical appetites before God. To think that we will find ultimate fulfilment through food or sex. That much is clear from Jesus’ reply – “Jesus answered, "It is written: 'Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.'" How are you going with the fight over physical appetites? What do you think comfort eating is? ‘If I feed my body what it craves then I will be happy, then I will be fulfilled’ It’s a lie, don’t believe it. Fight it. 

· With fame

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. "If you are the Son of God," he said, "throw yourself down. For it is written: "'He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.'"

Now the devil is even quoting scripture. How are you getting on with the lust for fame? What do you think Big Brother and Australian Idol are all about? If I become famous then I will be happy and fulfilled. Even if I’m not famous for actually doing anything I don’t care. I can be famous just for being famous as long as I’m famous. 


And it is just as relevant in the church too. I want to go to a church that is on telly. If Jesus is the Son of God then I want something dramatic to happen, something that catches the imagination of the media, something really cool so that everyone will say ‘hey, being a Christian is okay, you go to a cool church.’ 
What does Jesus say? “Jesus answered him, "It is also written: 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.'" We don’t get to set the exam paper, God does. We are called to trust him. 
· With power and wealth
And then there’s power and wealth – “Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendour. "All this I will give you," he said, "if you will bow down and worship me.”

Look here’s the contract. I’ll give you everything. As much money as you could even dream of, absolutely power over every nation on earth. And you don’t really have do anything much. Just some small print at the bottom. Hardly worth worrying about. All you have to do is to acknowledge your sponsor. D. Evil, that’s right, unusual name. How are we getting on with this one? 


Remember I’m not listing these areas to condemn you but to encourage you to keep on fighting. I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t struggling with one of these three areas. In fact usually it is all three. At the moment it is probably the first. Many are the times I have put food before God. But I’m still fighting, that is the point. What would be worrying is if there weren’t any struggles that immediately come to mind. You see if you aren’t struggling with anything then it means one of two things – either you are so comfortable with sin in your life that you given up the fight or you are so comfortable at home that you never go into the desert. Either way you’ve stopped listening to the Holy Spirit. 
3. 3. AND THIS IS HOW …

Okay then, how do we struggle with temptation? Let’s get really practical. Four things we learn about facing temptation.
· Repentance


(Matthew 3: 8)

The first step is repentance. Tim explained that carefully last week. What did John the Baptist call for? “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.” Repentance means that we start by acknowledging that sin is sin and I’m a sinner. That sounds obvious but it isn’t. Repentance means giving in to God by letting him decide what is wrong and what is right. Most of us are defeated before we start because our lives are so full of shades of grey that everything looks the same. Let’s stop making excuses for how we live. Repentance is the way to stop.

· Holy Spirit



(Matthew 3: 16; 4: 1)

Then we need the power of the Holy Spirit to help us resist temptation. After all Jesus was the one John promised would baptise with the Holy Spirit. He received the Spirit at his baptism and it was in the power of the Spirit that he was led into the desert. 


Now this is no magical experience I’m talking about here. The NT explains that all Christians receive the Spirit the moment they believe in Jesus. So rather than a mystical force that we summon in the moment of battle, he is the presence of Christ that we are daily learning to surrender to.
· God’s Word


(Matthew 4: 4, 7, 10)

And the way we do that is by allowing God’s Word to dwell in us. Did you notice how Jesus always replied to each temptation by quoting the Bible? Of course you can only do that when you know what the Bible says. The devil is not going to wait politely for you while you go and look something up. We’ve got to be prepared, ready for the temptations when they come.

· In Christ



(Romans 6: 1-7)

The best way to sum this up is by using a small phrase that the Apostle Paul used all the time – in Christ. We face temptation as we live the Christian life, in Christ. Romans 6 is a good place to see what Paul means. 


For it is only when we are in Christ that both halves of this morning’s passage fit together. I think some of the substitutionary language we use to describe what it means to be a Christian can be misleading. Or rather the way our individualistic society interprets it is. Listen to this from Romans 6:  


“Or don't you know that all of us who were baptised into Christ Jesus were baptised into his death?... For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin.”


When Paul describes Jesus as a substitute he doesn’t mean that he scores the winning goal for us while we are over here putting our feet up. Rather these benefits are ours when we are ‘in Him’. When we are in him, by faith, so our sins receive the punishment they deserve; when we are in Christ, so the words ““This is my son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased” are addressed to us too. 


And so Paul’s terminology wraps together repentance, the work of the Spirit and the word of God. I cannot believe in him without repentance. Faith in Christ means admitting that Jesus had to stand in my place. But it also means allowing the Holy Spirit to take the word of God and apply it to our lives, to hear and receive that word of acceptance. 

Being in Christ is corporate thing. I cannot be in Christ alone. And so my brothers and sisters in Christ also help me to defeat the attacks of the devil. That is why it is so important to be a member of a Bible Study group or some small group that helps you to follow Jesus. I’m not alone. Other believers can help me to repent and apply God’s Word to my life. That’s also part of what it means to be in Christ.


Only then can the tempter be defeated. Only as we remain in Christ do the yearnings to find acceptance outside of God grow weaker. In Christ Jesus we realise that he must stand in our place but we must follow his footsteps. 
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