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Sermon:  Luke 4: 1-13 (Desert temptations)
In Dostoevsky’s novel, The Brothers Karamazov, there is an extended parable called The Grand Inquisitor.  It is told by Ivan Karamazov, an atheist, to his brother Alyosha, a novice monk.  The tale is set in Seville at the time of the Inquisition.  Christ has returned, and performs many miracles.  The people recognize him and love him, but he is arrested by the Inquisition leaders and sentenced to be burnt to death the next day.  The Grand Inquisitor, 90 years old,  visits Jesus in his cell.  It is a scene replicating the temptation in the desert.  The Inquisitor tells Jesus that the church no longer needs him.  In fact, his return would interfere with the mission of the church.
The Inquisitor frames his accusation of Jesus around the three temptations.  He accepts that Christ rejected the temptations in favor of freedom of choice for his followers, but maintains that Jesus misjudged humanity.  Humanity, the Inquisitor holds, cannot handle such freedom.  Such freedom condemns most people to a life of suffering.

The Inquisitor tells Jesus that had he turned stones into bread, people would have gladly followed him.  Because they will always follow the one who feeds them.  Had he ruled over all the kingdoms of the earth, they would have summarily obeyed  and served him.  That people are most satisfied when under authority.  And had Jesus thrown himself off the temple to be caught by angels, humanity would never have doubted that he was God.  By rejecting the three temptations, Jesus  surrendered his greatest advantage – the power to compel belief.
Fortunately, the church saw the error of Jesus’ way.  Correcting this, by compelling belief by mystery and authority.  Offering bread for them to eat and  submission to the universal church.  Permitting them to sin, provided they seek absolution.  Taking from them the freedom they dread, leaving them at peace.

“This is why,” the Inquisitor says to Christ, “I must burn you tomorrow.”

An interesting parable, to which we will return.  But there is a part that I skipped that is worth hearing.  It is the praise of the Inquisitor for the questions asked.
“And yet if there has ever been on earth a real stupendous miracle, it took place on that day, on the day of the three temptations. The statement of those three questions was itself the miracle . . .   Dost Thou believe that all the wisdom of the earth united could have invented anything in depth and force equal to the three questions which were actually put to Thee then by the wise and mighty spirit in the wilderness?”

To be honest, I had never really thought of the temptations as being especially clever.  Sure, it made sense for the devil to try and work on Jesus’ doubts, “If you are the Son of God . . .”  But why stone to bread, why kingdoms, why throwing himself off the pinnacle of the Temple?
It’s pretty clear that it has something to do with the Exodus.  There is the desert setting.  And the fast of forty days as reflecting the forty years of the Exodus.  But we see this even more clearly with the Scriptural verses that Jesus uses in response to the devil.

Regarding the temptation to make a stone into bread, Jesus responds, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’” 
 This verse, from Deuteronomy, refers to Israel’s grumbling in the desert.  Where God humbled the people first by hunger, then feeding them with manna.  In response to the second temptation, for the kingdoms of the world, Jesus says, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”
  This, also from Deuteronomy, alludes to the Israelites in the desert being attracted to Canaanite cults.    And regarding the temptation to cast himself off the Temple, Jesus responds, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”
  Again from Deuteronomy, with reference to the testing of God by the Israelites at Massah, where they demanded water from Moses.  God again provided, telling Moses to strike the rock at Horeb and water will come out.
So the answers were all based upon the Exodus, where the Israelites had either complained to Moses or swayed from obedience to his instruction.  Requiring God to intervene.  So in a sense, the Israelites had failed in each case.  In contrast, Jesus has passed each similar challenge put to him by the devil.
But it seems to me that there is more to it than this.  Bread, kingdom, miracles.  All were central to Jesus’ ministry.

Think of all the references to bread.  Especially the multiplication of the loaves.   A miraculous supply of bread, reminiscent of the first temptation.  In John’s gospel account of the feeding of the 5000, the next day the crowd followed Jesus to the other side of the Sea of Galilee.  When Jesus told them, “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent,” the people ask for a sign, a miracle.  They said to him, “Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’”
In response Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.  Your ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died.  This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living bread that came down from heaven.  Whoever eats of this bread will live forever; and the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”

Bread is central to Jesus’ mission, but so is Kingdom.  According to Mark, Jesus begins his ministry saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the Kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.”
  Jesus speaks to us repeatedly about the Kingdom, using parables.  The Kingdom of Heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field, but while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat.  The Kingdom of Heaven is like a mustard seed.  The Kingdom of Heaven is like yeast mixed into a large amount of flour.  The Kingdom of Heaven is like treasure hidden in a field.  The Kingdom of Heaven is like a net that catches all kinds of fish.  Jesus ushers in a Kingdom, but not a Kingdom of this world.
Bread, kingdom, and miracles.  Jesus had no hesitation about performing miracles.  While some have difficulty accepting the miraculous, it is hard for me to comprehend how Jesus, with his limited status, could command the attention of such crowds without miracles.  There are twenty three recorded miracles of healing, nine of commands over the forces of nature, and three of bringing the dead back to life.
But the miracles were never performed by Jesus for his benefit.  The Kingdom he ushered in provided him no wealth, or power, or safety.  The bread he brought to the world fed them, not him. Nor did he induce others to follow him by offering physical bread, or the wealth, power and safety of an earthly kingdom, or by acquiescing to their call for a sign.  He did not compel his followers, he drew them.
Our gospel concludes, “When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.”  The opportune time was Christ’s Passion.  It was then the three temptations are mirrored.  At the Last Supper, Jesus took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks he broke it and gave it to his disciples and said, “This is my body, which is given for you.  Do this in remembrance of me.”  Jesus gives us bread, miraculous bread, the bread of life.

When Jesus was brought before Pilate, he was asked if he was the King of the Jews.  According to the gospel of John, Jesus said to Pilate, “My kingdom is not from this world.  If my kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my kingdom is not from here.”

After Jesus was flogged, the soldiers wove a crown of thorns and put it on his head, and dressed him in a purple robe.  They came to him saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!”  Striking him on the face.  Such was his kingdom, while in the world.

And the final temptation, casting himself down from the pinnacle of the temple, how was that lived out?  When Jesus was lifted up, crucified, those who passed by taunted him, “Save yourself, and come down from the cross.”  The chief priests and scribes also mocked him:  “He saved others; he cannot save himself.  Let the Messiah, the King of Israel, come down from the cross now, so that we may see and believe.”

We left the story of the Grand Inquisitor with him telling Christ that he would burn him tomorrow.  But that isn’t how the story ends.  Ivan Karamazov says:
When the Inquisitor ceased speaking he waited some time for his Prisoner to answer him. His silence weighed down upon him. He saw that the Prisoner had listened intently all the time, looking gently in his face and evidently not wishing to reply. The old man longed for him to say something, however bitter and terrible. But He suddenly approached the old man in silence and softly kissed him on his bloodless aged lips. That was all his answer. The old man shuddered. His lips moved. He went to the door, opened it, and said to Him: 'Go, and come no more... come not at all, never, never!' And he let Him out into the dark alleys of the

town. The Prisoner went away." 

     "And the old man?" asks Alyosha Karamazov.
     "The kiss glows in his heart, but the old man adheres to his idea."

May the kiss glow in our hearts as well, but adhering to Christ.  Jesus rejected the devil’s temptations.  It is the season to ask how well we deal with our own.
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