TEXT: Matthew 4:1-2

SUBJECT: Henry on the Temptation of Christ #1


Tonight, with God’s help, we’ll start a new Puritan study; it’s called Matthew Henry on the Temptation of Christ.  Henry you know, of course.  His Commentary on the Whole Bible is a classic devotional work and is an example of Puritan preaching at its best: it’s true, plain, and always practical. 


The story of our Lord’s temptation is well known.  It’s found here in Matthew 4, a far shorter version in Mark 1, and a slightly longer one in the fourth chapter of Luke.   It’s referred to in Hebrews 2 and hinted at all over the Bible.    


The value of this story, it seems to me, is two-fold: In the first place, it makes you admire the Lord Jesus Christ: how low He went to save us from our sins—the Holy One of Israel meeting the Unclean Spirit and listening to his filthy enticements!  In the second place, it offers help on overcoming your own temptations.  Satan is a very cunning and powerful creature, of course, but there’s one thing he’s not: original.  The temptations he tried on the Lord were about the same as the ones he tested Eve with and not much different than the ones you face every day: he wants you to distrust God, to overrate yourself, and to take ethical shortcuts of one kind or another.  


The devil plied our Lord with three temptations.  We’ll look at each of them in the weeks to come, but for now, we’ll study their summary and circumstances.  

THE SUMMARY


Matthew Henry begins with a summary.  He tells us at the start what the story is about and what it means to us.  

“We have here the story of a famous duel, fought hand-

to-hand, between the Seed of the Woman and the seed

of the serpent; nay, the serpent himself; in which the

Seed of the Woman suffers, being tempted, and so has

His heel bruised; but the serpent is quite baffled in his

Temptations, and so has his head broken; and our Lord

Jesus comes off a Conqueror, and so secures, not only

Comfort, but conquest at last to all His faithful followers”.


This one short paragraph is so full of riches that I hardly know where to start mining them.  It begins with the nature of the story—this is close combat between the Lord Jesus Christ and Satan.  The old enemies had squared off before—many times, of course—but never so personally.  Satan has always attacked the Lord through His people, but here, he attacks the Lord Himself!  What brazen pride this is!  The holiest archangel cannot look Him in the face without blushing!  Yet a fallen angel—the lowest of all creatures—raises His hand to strike the Lord of Glory!  


Dear people, when the devil tempts you with things that seem somewhat innocent, just remember who’s talking to you—the hideous thing that once tempted your Savior!  


It tells us something about the Lord’s courage.  Our Lord is far greater than Satan, of course, but He doesn’t meet the devil at his best.  The Lord has joined a human nature to His Divinity and it’s as a Man—a tired and hungry man—that He squares off with the god of this world.  


How safe we must be under the devil’s onslaught.  Our Lord Protector is not a coward turning tail when things get dicey!  No, He stays in the fight and slugs it out to the bitter end.  


There’s some theology here, too.  Henry doesn’t say the Lord versus the devil.  No, he alludes to ancient prophecy—the first one in the Bible—Genesis 3:15.  There a challenge is accepted—Satan and the Lord are going to fight it out, with the devil winning a hollow victory only to be crushed in the end.  Theologians call this the protoevangelium—the first Gospel sermon.  The sermon promises deadly conflict between the powers of good and evil, but also a sure victory for the good.  I don’t recommend the theology of Karl Barth, but he got one thing right; it was a key saying of his,

Jesus is the Victor!


One more thing: there is a union between Christ and His people.  Paul never gets tired of saying believers are “in Christ”, that faith so closely connects us to the Lord that His victory is ours too.  When David beat the Philistines, who got the spoils?  All his men did—even those who were too tired to fight!  


When you’re weak of body and shaky of mind, your Savior is strong and confident.  We have victory in Christ.  That’s why Paul could say,

“And the God of peace shall bruise Satan

under your feet shortly”.


Under my feet?  Maybe under Martin Luther’s feet for he was a bold man or John G. Paton who stood up to the cannibals for Christ and others.  But I’m going to go toe-to-toe with the devil and win?  It’s downright laughable!  Until I remember Who’s on my side and, more, Who’s inside me! 


That’s the summary—the big ideas of the story.  Now, we’ll move on to some of the circumstances—or the setting for the story.  

THE TIME


First, the time,

“The time when it happened: `Then’; there is an

emphasis laid upon that.  Immediately after the

heavens were opened to Him and the Spirit descended

on Him, and He was declared to be the Son of God,

and the Savior of the world, the next news that we

hear of Him is that He is tempted”.


Henry is wise to notice the connection between the Lord’s baptism and His temptation.  Mark says the one followed the other “immediately”. 
“Immediately after the heavens were opened,

He is tempted, for then He is best able to

Grapple with the temptation”.


I never thought of this before, did you?  The great blessings in the Lord’s baptism were something like the weapons a soldier is issued on shipping out to the war.  A naïve man might think the rifle and pistol or the rocket launcher are cool.  But a veteran knows what they mean: he’s going to be shot at soon.  


The blessing we receive from God aren’t given to make us feel good, so much, as they are to equip us for the war we must fight for Him!  Are you using your health or your youth to fight the good fight?  Are you using your faith or hope or love to throw back the powers of darkness?  Gifts and graces are for using—not for polishing.  Put them to use!  


One more thing here.  You’ve heard this one, no doubt, but it bears repeating,

“Great privileges and Divine tokens will not secure us

from being tempted, nay as the honors are put upon

us we must expect something that is humbling; as

Paul had a messenger sent from Satan to buffet

Him after he had been in the third heaven”.


The great blessings of God are often soon followed by severe temptations.  Part of it is psychological, it seems to me: when things are going well, we tend to become careless; success often goes to our head.  


Think of Elijah, winning the great victory on Mount Carmel, then falling into despair.  Think of David, subduing all his enemies, only to take another man’s wife.  Think of Solomon’s great wisdom, turned into the foolishness of idolatry.  Think of Peter, confessing Christ only to “savor the things of man more than the things of God”.  


Am I the only one here to have similar experiences?   After doing really well at something, to pat myself on the back a little, only to fall into serious sin that very day?   


Henry is right: Divine tokens do not secure us from temptations.  Daniel was a man “greatly loved”, yet spent his whole adult life in the court of a pagan king—and one night in a lion’s den.  No one is loved like the Lord Jesus Christ and what temptation did He not face?  


Beware of letting the good times make you think you’re no longer liable to temptation.  And will be until the day you die.  Only then you can relax.

“David served his own generation by the

will of God, and then fell asleep”.

THE PLACE


Henry goes on from the time of the Lord’s temptation, to its place.

“The place where it was: in the wilderness; probably

in the great wilderness in the Sinai, for no part of

the wilderness of Judea was so abandoned to wild

beasts as this is said to have been”.


This is worth thinking about: In going to the wilderness for temptation the Lord was re-living the life of His people.  Centuries before, the Hebrews had gone into the wilderness with nothing to sustain them but the Promise of God.  


Now, the Lord is doing the same thing.  What does this mean?  It means He understands us and sympathizes with us in the hardships of life.  He knows what it is to be a man.  Christ knows hunger and thirst and weariness; He knows about poverty and rejection; He knows about disappointment and the death of loved ones.  


When it comes to suffering, we have no choice: “Man that is born of woman is few of days and full of trouble”.  But the Lord had a choice: as the Son of God He was above all suffering.  But, in becoming a man, He entered into all the pains and heartaches of human life.  


This means we can trust the Lord Jesus Christ.  From first-hand experience He knows all about temptation.  He suffers with you in it, knows how long you can take it, and how to get you out of it.  

“For in that He Himself has suffered, being tempted

He is able to aid those who are tempted”.


Henry makes another fine observation on this point:

“Christ withdrew into the wilderness that He 

might have the opportunity to do the best

Himself—to trod the wine-press alone”.


The Lord had a family and friends.  Had He called for their help, I’m sure they would have given it.  But if He had done that, then He might have become dependent on their help.  But He wouldn’t do that.  As the Savior of the world, He must do the job Himself—not Jesus and Mary, not the Lord and Peter.  No!  It is Christ alone!  


This implies: Christ is enough!  We’re deeply grateful to our family, friends, and brethren, for their support and prayers and help of one kind or another.  But, ultimately, we don’t depend on them, but on the Lord Jesus.  If He could beat the devil all by Himself, then He’s enough for us.  We can put our all in His hands.  

THE DIRECTION


Finally, for tonight, we have the direction our Lord received in going to the wilderness.  Henry says

“He was directed to the combat; He did not willfully

thrust Himself upon it, but He was led up of  the

Spirit to be tempted of the devil.  Note, we must

Take care, not to enter temptation, but only if

God sends us into it”.


The best way to overcome temptation is to stay as far away from it as possible.  Paul says, “Flee fornication” and “Flee idolatry”.  Solomon told us to “Avoid it, do not travel on it, turn away from it, and pass on”.  In the Model Prayer we’re told to say, “Lead us not into temptation”.  

When God puts us into a place of temptation, we must make the best of it.  If there’s someone in your office you’re tempted to think about in the wrong way, pray against the temptation and put more wholesome things into your mind.  If a member of your family drives you crazy, pray for patience and be courteous even if you’re mad on the inside.  Some temptations cannot be avoided.  They come to us, by God’s will, to test our faith, to humble us, and to make us feel dependent on Him.  


But when they’re not necessary, stay clear of them.  If God leads you into temptation, that’s His business.  But don’t do it yourself!  Identify the things that stir lust or pride or anger or laziness or gluttony—or whatever your sin is—and keep away from them as much as you can.  


If, on the other hand, Providence puts you in harm’s way, remember, it can also get you out of it.  Pray for deliverance and answer the devil as our Lord did, with the Word of God.  


That’s Matthew Henry on the Temptation of Christ.  May God use it to stir our love for Christ and desire for holiness.  Amen.  

