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Welcome to everyone at all eight of our campuses. We are thrilled that you are here at National Community Church this weekend. Turn to Luke 4 and we will get there in just a moment. That is where we are going to spend the next three weeks together.
Let me set the scene. Right before the wilderness experience where Jesus is tempted, there is a baptism and after that baptism, Jesus spends these 40 days in the wilderness. Let me say this, I think the most difficult night of his life was certainly in the Garden of Gethsemane. It says that He sweat blood. It was a night of agony. He knew that He was headed to the cross. That was the toughest night of his life. But the wilderness is the toughest season of his life. 40 days tempted by the devil. I want to make an observation up front, you cannot avoid temptation. But you can overcome it. I think over the next couple of weeks, we are going to see how because of the example that Jesus set. 

But right out of the gate, I want to make sure that I’m speaking to your heart this weekend because I know that there are people who are in a wilderness of loneliness. I know that there are people who are in a wilderness of doubt, or a wilderness of depression, a wilderness of guilt, a wilderness of loss. I want to say two things to you at the beginning. 
Number one, the best title comes later. Let me explain what I mean because I didn’t know what that meant until 24 hours ago. I was speaking at a conference in Indianapolis, Indiana with our friend Bob Goff and Bob was asked a question and I don’t’ remember the question but I remember Bob’s answer. He said, that the best chapter titles come later. And here is what he meant. He said, ‘I’ve gone through seasons where I would label it setback but give it a few months or a few years and I look back and gave it a different title, comeback!” The best titles come later. 

I think about July 23, 2000. I would have titled it the worst day of my life. Because that is the day that my intestines ruptured and I would spend the next week in the hospital, two days on a respirator, surgery and another surgery. A year of my life felt like it was lost because of that season that I went through. But I look back on it now and I give it a different title, best day of my life! Because of the lessons that I learned. 

So, the best title comes later. You hang on to that.

Number two, I would say this too shall pass. In his biography, God in My Corner, George Foreman, former heavyweight champion of the world, tells a story about an elderly woman who was asked her favorite Scripture verse, and she gave a very curios answer. There are lots of great verses but this woman said her favorite verse was ‘and it came to pass.’ She explained, ‘I know that whenever a trial comes, it doesn’t come to stay, it comes to pass. That’ll preach! That is some good theology right there! By the way, there was a proverb popularized by the English poet Edward Fitzgerald in 1852 titled Solomon’s Seal. A sultan is said to have asked King Solomon for a sentence that would be true no matter what the circumstances good or bad. And the wisest man in the world said that the answer to that was ‘this too shall pass.’ And it was that proverb, that truth that our 16th President Abraham Lincoln held on to during the depths of the Civil War. He said in reference to that proverb how much it expresses. Lincoln said, ‘How chastening in the hour of pride and how consoling in the depth of affliction. This too shall pass.
One word of caution, don’t be so anxious to get out of the season that you are in that you don’t get anything out of it. Let’s learn the lessons that God is teaching us. Let’s cultivate the character that God is working in us.

With that said, Luke 4:1

Then Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan River. He was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, 2 where he was tempted by the devil for forty days. Jesus ate nothing all that time and became very hungry.

3 Then the devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become a loaf of bread.”

4 But Jesus told him, “No! The Scriptures say, ‘People do not live by bread alone.’

You can be seated and I’m going to unpack this Scripture. First of all, please hear this, temptation is not a sign of spiritual weakness. Rick Warren said many Christians are frightened and demoralized by tempting thoughts, feeling guilty that they aren’t beyond temptation. This is a misunderstanding of maturity. He said you will never outgrow temptation. Even Jesus wasn’t beyond temptation. Temptation is not a sign of weakness. More often than not, it is a sign of spiritual growth because the moment God begins doing something in your life, the enemy takes notice. I will talk about that in a minute but let’s just start right here.
It says that Jesus was full of the Holy Spirit. If you are going to overcome temptation, you better start right there. It is the Holy Spirit that gives us the discernment to recognize temptation and it is the Holy Spirit who gives us the self-control to overcome it. Without the help of the Holy Spirit, I’m in trouble and I can’t get out of it! With the help of the Holy Spirit, hear this, you can overcome a lifelong temptation! You can win a victory over that thing that seems to be the most impossible, the most difficult temptation that you face. And the Bible promises that. I Corinthians 10:13

13 No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.
I have found that you may fall into temptation but you never fall out of temptation. A little play on words there. I work hard at this! You fall into temptation but you are going to have to climb out of it.  That might mean counseling or it might mean Celebrate Recovery. It might mean an accountability partner. It might mean a prayer partner. You fall into it but you are going to have to climb out of it and you are going to need the help of the Holy Spirit.
Two simple thoughts, the Spirit of God cannot fill you if you are full of yourself. So if you are trying to pull this off in your own strength and wisdom, it is not going to happen. The second thought is that the Spirit of God doesn’t just want to fill you, He wants to stretch you. And I think that is sometimes why the Spirit leads us into the wilderness, into places where He knows that we are going to be stretched but that is how we grow. So sometimes we pray, ‘God, no, no, not the wilderness,’ we want God to change the circumstances that He is using to change us. And we have to recognize that. So maybe some of these trials and temptations aren’t just a problem per say, maybe they are an opportunity for spiritual growth. You can’t get a testimony without a test. But it is when you pass the test that then God graduates you to the next place. I have to tell you it doesn’t get easier. But I think we become better with God’s help at identifying and overcoming those temptations. 

Can I just say something I wish I didn’t have to say?  You can follow Christ without suffering but I don’t think you can become like Christ without suffering. See, we love the first half of Philippians 3:10, I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, but we stop quoting right there because that part is awesome. But there is a second dimension of identification. It says to know the power of his resurrection and the participation in his sufferings becoming like Him in his death. But we don’t want that participation ribbon. We would rather bypass that but I think suffering is one way that we begin to identify with our suffering Savior who went to a cross for us.

This week, I met someone for the first time and they told me some of what they went through this last year. His wife’s best friend was murdered, his brother got cancer and then just days ago, very close friends of theirs with due dates at the same time and their friends baby just a couple of day old suffocated. He was telling me this and it was gut wrenching and heart wrenching but he also shared with me how God has been there and how God doesn’t meet us on the other side. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil because your rod and your staff comfort me. He is the God who is with us and He is the God who is going to get us to the other side of that wilderness. That I believe.
II Corinthians 2:11

11 in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.

I like the word ‘schemes’ because I like football and that is what it reminds me of. There is a three four or a four three. You’ve got your zone coverage, blitz packages, they are schemes that teams employ to defeat their opponent. In the very same sense, the enemy has some schemes. A few years ago, I did a chapel for an NFL team that was here playing the Redskins and they let me sit in on their team meeting, which usually doesn’t happen but I got to hear their offensive coordinator script out the first 15 plays and then watch it play out in the game the next day and then the special teams coordinator put up a piece of film and he kept replaying it over and over again exposing a tendency on the special teams of the other team and they leveraged it the next day because I heard them script out this fake field goal. No one does that anymore! Then I watch it on TV the next day and I was like, wow that was pretty awesome! The enemy watches film on us. He scouts us. He knows our tendencies and our issues and our frustration. This is not secret. Verse 11 says when the devil finished all of his tempting, he left until an opportune time. He is looking for an opportunity to come at you. 
Whenever anybody gets baptized at NCC and goes public with their faith, I always give them a little warning. I don’t want to scare anybody but I say when you go public with your faith, the enemy is probably going to come after you in private. I don’t see a demon behind every bush but I also know that we don’t wrestle against flesh and blood. So we have to be aware of the schemes of the enemy. God has a wonderful plan and purpose for your life. The enemy wants to kill, steal and destroy. That is the bottom line. That is his tactic in your life. So he watches film on us. But the good news is, I think we can watch some film on him. Nothing has changed since the Garden of Eden. Nothing has changed since the wilderness. He uses the same tricks of his trade and so that is what we are going to talk about over the next three weeks, these temptations and how we can overcome them. 
Let me say up front, I think you need to self-scout too. This is a series where if there is not some introspection, it is probably not going to help you very much. You have to know your weaknesses and your tendencies and your triggers as well as your coping mechanisms and your defense mechanisms. You have to know how to guard your heart and your mind. When are you tired, hungry, lonely or bored? If you can identify those things, you are halfway home in terms of putting up your guard. 

So the first temptation, the devil says to Jesus, ‘If,’ he calls his identity into question. If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to turn into a loaf of bread. I think that the enemy more often than not comes at us at the level of identity. And I think identity problems, and we all have issues, generally come from finding your identity in the wrong thing. And by the wrong thing, I would say anything outside our relationship with Jesus Christ. When we find our identity in other things, we are setting ourselves up. I think that this temptation is to prove Himself the wrong way. And don’t many of us spend much of our energy trying to prove the wrong things to the wrong people for the wrong reasons? Let’s keep it real. I think, let’s say you have experienced a measure of success maybe academically or athletically or professionally, I think there is a greater temptation to find your identity in your degree or in your trophies or your titles. You better make sure you acknowledge that God is the One who gave you the ability and that He gets the glory. If you don’t, you give a foothold to the enemy. 
But here is the bigger issue. If you find your identity in those things, then you are only as good as your last game or your last grade or your last gig. And we fall into this performance based trap and we try to earn salvation that can only be received as a gift. The Bible says that we are saved by grace through faith, not of ourselves to that no one can boast. What I’m getting at here is that the ground is completely level at the foot of the cross. I am a sinner in need of a Savior and so are you. But in Christ, I’m more than a conqueror. I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. And to think of yourself as anything less than who you are in Christ is false humility. And that is as bad as pride.
So these identity issues, we have to identify them and we’ve got to identify where the enemy is coming at us.

So let me play this out a little bit more. Right before this season of tempting, Jesus is baptized and the sequence is not insignificant. I think the baptism was a mile marker in Jesus’ journey just like it has been for many of you. And it is not shocking again that it was followed by testing. But here’s what I love, this moment where Jesus comes out of the Jordan and He hears the voice of God. He hears his Father in heaven say this is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.
May you hear your heavenly Father’s voice say that about you! This is my son, this is my daughter, you are beloved in whom I am well pleased. But here is the significant thing to me. At this point in his life, Jesus really hadn’t done much besides perhaps make some furniture in his father’s carpenter shop. No miracles, no parables. This is going to sound totally sacrilegious but it could be argued that at 30, Jesus was underperforming. I mean there wasn’t much of a resume to put on the table. And that is when the Father says this is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased. Before He did any of that. This is not a performance based affirmation. There is nothing you can do to make God love you any more or any less because He loves you perfectly. 

If you want to overcome temptation, I think it starts by finding your full identity in Jesus Christ. You have nothing to prove because Jesus proved it on the cross. All you have to do is believe that you are who God says you are.

Let me shift gears. Many moons ago, I came up with a little definition of sin. I think I was in seminary and I don’t know how the thought came to me but we shared it many times over the years. Sin is meeting a legitimate need in an illegitimate way. We have legitimate needs. It is Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. At the very bottom of that pyramid, there are physiological needs, food, water, warmth and rest. And then you go up the pyramid and you’ve got safety needs and belonging needs and esteem needs and self-actualization needs and I think those are legitimate. But how we go about getting those needs met is really where the rubber meets the road. I think many of us try to meet those legitimate needs in the wrong way. Can I talk about sex for a minute? I want you to know that sex is a gift from God. It was his idea! He came up with it but I wonder if we have underappreciated it, perhaps devalued it in our culture because biblically, sex is a sacred covenant between a husband and a wife in the context of marriage. That’s it. And when we go outside of those guardrails, I think we are trying to meet a legitimate need in an illegitimate way. 

Let me give you what I believe are seven keys to overcoming temptation. 

Number one, be filled with the Holy Spirit. When was the last time you asked God to fill you with his Holy Spirit? This isn’t rocket science. We have to ask and we have to continually be filled up with his Spirit.

Number two, I think you need to get a vision that is bigger and better than the temptation you face. You don’t stop sinning by not sinning. I think you get a vision for your life that is so much bigger and better than anything else or anything less.

Number three, make decisions against yourself. What I mean by that is you have to go the extra mile in the other direction of sin. If you give the enemy an inch, he will take a mile. I think you have to exercise your ‘no’ muscle. The context here is let’s not ignore the fact that Jesus overcame these temptations and He did them while fasting. If you can say no to food, you can say no to just about anything! I love how it says Jesus didn’t eat for 40 days and He was hungry. Thank you for that information! I did 30 days of eating only meat, fruit and vegetables and I was still hungry! I’m always hungry! That’s why fasting is hard. But if you can learn to say no to food, you can learn to say no to other things. Let’s practice that spiritual discipline.

Number four, resist the devil and he will flee from you. We have to put up some resistance. Most of my training right now is resistance training. If you want to get stronger, you need to increase the resistance. And you have to not just resist but probably run the other direction. Let me just say the best way to break a habit is to build a habit. If you want to break a bad habit, you better build a gold habit to take its place. 

Number five, get help. There are some things that you weren’t designed to overcome it by yourself. You need to let some people into your life to help you. I think that is the heart of Celebrate Recovery and that is the courage it takes when you need to go get counseling. I don’t know anybody who has not needed counseling at some point in their life. We all need help but some of us are afraid to go get it.

Number six, you have to know his Word. We will talk about this more in the coming weeks but how did Jesus combat the temptation? With the Word. With the promise because his Word won’t return void. His Word is powerful. Thy Word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against you.  It is active and living, sharper than any double edged sword. 

Number seven, establish healthy and holy boundaries. It is making those pre-decisions before you have to make the decision. If you don’t make the decision before you are in the situation, often you will make the wrong decision. Boundaries are pre-decisions. I’m not going to go here or I’m not going to do this or I’m going to avoid that. You have to identify those things if you want to overcome the temptation.

Let me close with this. AW Tozer said what comes to mind when you think about God is the most important thing about you. I feel like beyond giving you seven keys to overcome temptation or even drilling down on these temptations, I think at the end of this message, at the beginning of this message, it is just so critical that we understand the heart of God. So let me take a crack at this because I want you to understand God’s heart for you as you are in the wilderness or as you are in that place of temptation. For better or for worse, we form impressions of people before we actually meet them. And more often than not, those impressions or those expectations need to be recalibrated once we actually get to know that person. This is a fun example. This week, I flew to Indianapolis for a conference and I knew that Clark Kellogg was going to be the Master of Ceremonies and I knew that Clark Kellogg played professional basketball for the Indiana Pacers and I knew that Clark Kellogg was tall, but not that tall! I have rarely felt that short. I’m 6 foot 3 and my neck was hurting looking at him. His height exceeded my expectations. So I had to adjust myself. By the way, I mentioned during my talk that I played basketball in college and afterwards, Clark Kellogg said, ‘I could tell you were a baller by the way you walked.’ I like Clark Kellogg! Tall and nice! That was a moment! 
One of the reasons I accepted the invitation was because I knew that Greg McKeown would be speaking. Greg is the author of Essentialism. If you said what is the most impactful book that you have read in the last year, I would tell you it is Essentialism. It was a game changer for me. So I was excited to hear him speak. I knew he was an MBA from Stanford and I knew that he was a smart guy, but I missed a couple of things. One, I didn’t know that he was from England. So he got up and started speaking in this British accent that was unbelievable so now he sounds even smarter! And I was speaking after him so I was feeling dumber but then he was funny. I did not see this coming just based on reading the book. I was sitting there thinking, a British accent coupled with a sense of humor is becoming. I’m not even kidding! He was funnier than I thought he would be and I had to adjust and recalibrate my impression. And I love it when my expectations are exceeded. When you meet someone who is nicer, humbler, or even kinder than what you expected. The other reason I decided to go to the conference is because Bob Goff was speaking and if Bob Goff is speaking, I want to be there. Here’s the thing, even the people you know, things are going to happen that are going to adjust your impression even more. I know Bob Goff is crazy and that is an absolute compliment. But every time I am around him, I hear some story that is like, I have not even lived my life. So someone asked the question and asked some parenting advice and Bob said, ‘Before my daughter was born, I wrote a letter to her telling her that I forgave her for crashing the car. I put it in a jar and I buried it. And 17 years later, when she crashed the car, I gave her a shovel, along with the latitude and the longitude and she dug up the jar and she realized that she was forgiven before she was even born.’ 
And then I had to follow that!

Ok, we are having fun but this is huge. We form impressions of people before we really know them or meet them and then those expectations needs to be adjusted as we get to know them. It is true of every relationship but I think there is one relationship in particular where this is so critical and it is our relationship with God. My greatest sadness is that there are so many people who think they know God but it is the wrong impression of who He is. I want to say that’s not who He is! You’ve got to get to know Him! I think some of us project attributes of our earthly parents onto our heavenly Father and that is a dangerous thing, even if they are good things because here’s the deal. He is more loving, more gracious, more powerful, more generous, more kind than any thought that has ever crossed your mind. Romans 2:10 says it is his kindness that leads us to repentance. Repentance means change of mind. All I know is when I want someone else to change, I employ a variety of tactics. Sometimes it is nagging or threatening or arguing. When God wants us to change, do you know his tactic? He shows us kindness. And if that doesn’t work, He shows us more kindness. And if that doesn’t work, He shows us even more kindness because it is his kindness that leads us to repentance. 

What I’m saying is I don’t believe in a judgmental God. I believe in a just God but not a judgmental God. I think sometimes we add insult onto injury because we are struggling and we are in the wilderness and we are trying but we are failing and then we feel like God is somehow against us. No! We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses but we have one who has been tempted in every way just as we are, yet He did not sin. He is the God who has been there and done that. He is the God who has battled doubt and depression and loneliness and injustice, and battled critics and cynics. The God who was misunderstood and misinterpreted and misjudged. And because of that, He is the God who gets us. He is the God who loves us. And after all of that, the very next verse says
Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.

Mercy is not getting what you deserve because Christ paid the penalty on the cross. Grace is getting what you don’t deserve. The riches of Christ, the righteousness of Christ. You are worth the cross to Christ. He loved you that much and He wants to help you that much. He believes in your potential that much in Him, in a relationship with Him. He is a suffering Savior who identifies with your pain. He is a suffering Savior who intercedes for us with groaning. And if you doubt that, it is the very lie that the enemy wants you to believe.

I want to invite our ushers to come as we prepare to celebrate communion. Let me say this, if you are here this weekend and maybe you have never surrendered your life to the Lordship of Jesus Christ, I want to encourage you to do that right here right now. I can’t think of a better way to begin a relationship with Christ than to celebrate communion for the first time. What we are celebrating is what our suffering Savior accomplished for us on the cross and of course three days later, rose victorious over death, walked out of that tomb and changed the game. And that journey can begin this weekend. 

I’m going to pray and then we are going to sing and worship together. 

Father I thank You for these moments that we are about to have. I pray that You will prepare our hearts and our minds. Lord thank You that there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ. Lord help us also to examine our hearts and make sure we are in the right place with You. Lord we offer ourselves to You because You offer yourself to us. We thank You for the cup. We thank You for the bread and for what they represent, the body and the blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ in whose name we pray, Amen. 
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