
THETROUBLEWITHTEMPTATION

It’sbeensaidthathetroublewithresistingtemptationisthatwedon’twantto

discourageitaltogether.Temptationisfun,saystheworld.Alittlesin,alittleself-

indulgencehereandthere,doesnobodyanyharm.Itmakesusmorehumandoesn’t

it?IratherliketheobservationofHilaireBelloc,thatyoudon’tneedtoworryabout

avoidingtemptation–asyougetolderitstartsavoidingyou…

Buttherearealwaysvoicesarounduswhisperingattractivelies.Iwon’taskyouto

tellyourneighbourwhatyoursecrettemptationsare(orshallI?No,don’tworry!)But

weknowwhatthosetemptationsare.We’velivedwiththem foralongtime.Think

aboutyoursforamoment,thosefamiliarfriendsthatneverquitegoaway… Sothat’s

whatwe’retalkingabout,thosethingsyou’vejustidentified.

Now,there’sasenseinwhichthesetemptationsareactuallyuseful.Theytestus;

theygiveusarealitycheckonhowourspiritualandethicalmaturityisgettingon.

Theysharpenourspiritualmuscles.Oneofthedesertfathers(thosemonkswho

livedinloosecommunitiesinthedesertofnorthAfricainthe4-6century)oneof

them wenttohisspiritualdirectorandproudlyannounced,‘I’vefinallyovercomeall

sexualtemptation.’HisSDsaid,‘Thengobackandpraytobetemptedagain.’We

becomestronginthestruggle,notbylivinginfantasyandavoidingit.Temptation

tellsushowwe’redoing.

AndsoJesuswenttothedeserttoo.He’djustbeenbaptisedbyhiscousinJohn.It

wasawonderfulexperienceinwhichhisFatherhadconfirmedhiscallinginavoice

from heaven.‘YouaremySon,mybeloved,andI’m thrilledtobitswithyou.’

Sonowhehadtogoandtesthisresolveashesetoutonhisministry.Washeupto

it?Washestrongenough?WouldhebeOKwhenthegoinggotrough?Remember

Jesuswasn’tsomekindofsupermanfigure,abletozaprealityintoanyshapehe

wanted.Hewasn’tGodplayingatbeingaman.Hewasaman,butamanfullyopen

toGod,soakedinGodifyoulike,theblueprintforhumanity,butstillamanand

subjecttotemptation.

InMelGibson’sfilm ThePassionoftheChristyoumightrememberthatthedevilis

personifiedasaslimycreaturewhoslinksaroundtheedgesofthefilm.Butthere’s

noneedtogivethedevilashape;Jesuswouldhaveheardthevoiceoftemptation

clearlyenoughinhisownhead.Histemptationswere,inasense,aboutresortingto

magic,insteadofworkingwiththefabricoftherealworld.That’soneoftheways

youcanrecognisetemptation–itoffersmagicalsolutionstohappinessorsuccess

orwhatever.

Or,toputitanotherway,thetemptationsofJesuswereallabouttakingshortcuts.

‘You’rehungry.Takeashortcut.Turnthisstoneintobread.’‘I’llgiveyouallthe



kingdomsoftheworldinaninstant.Takeashortcut.Butworshipmefirst.’‘You

wantpeopletonoticeyouandpayattentiontowhatyou’resaying.Takeashortcut

andthrowyourselfoffthetempleroofandletangelscatchyou.They’llnoticeyou

then.’Shortcuts,allofthem.

Now,weallloveshortcuts,don’twe?Welovefindingtherat-runthatavoidsthe

trafficjam.WhenIwasastudentIlovedtheseriesofSimpleGuidesthathelpedme

blagmywaythroughContractandLandLaw.Whenwegetanewcar,Wendyreads

theentiremanual,memorisesit,andeatsit.Ijustwanttogetinthecaranddriveit

away.MatthewSyedinhisinfluentialbookBouncereckonsthatshortcutsto

brillianceareamyth,andthatatleast10,000hoursofappliedpracticeareneeded,

whetherinsport,musicorwhatever.Welovetheideaofashortcut,butit’snearly

alwaysanillusion.

Here’safact.There’snoshortcuttoholiness.Jesushadbeenpractisingallhislife

(morethan10,000hours!)sohewasreadyforhistemptations.Butthetroubleis–

wemaynothavebeenpractisingveryhardatholiness.We’dloveaSevenDaysto

Holinessprogramme,likeSevenDaystoaFlatTummy,butitdoesn’texist.Holiness

takestime;therearenoshortcuts.Holiness,Christlikeness,comesfrom spendinga

lotoftimelookingatJesus.Ifwedon’twanttochangeIsuggestwedon’tspend

muchtimelookingatJesus,becausewhenwedo,wechangeinside.

There’sawellknownstoryoftheCured’ArsinFrancewhowentintohischurchday

afterdayandfoundafarm workersittingquietlylookingatthecrucifixbehindthe

altar.Eventuallyhecouldn’tcontainhimselfanylongerand,sensitively,heaskedthe

manwhathewasdoing.‘Well,’saidthefarm worker,‘Isithere,andIlookathim,and

helooksatme,andwe’rehappytogether.’

Jesusdidn’tlookatthedevil,asitwere,helookedatscripture.Heansweredeach

challengewithaversefrom thescripturesthatheknewsowell.‘Itiswritten,One

doesn’tlivebybreadalone.’‘Itiswritten,WorshiptheLordyourGod,andserveonly

him.’‘Itiswritten,‘DonotputtheLordyourGodtothetest.’

Sothere’sasecondcluetoholiness–lookatJesusforalongtime,andsecondly,

lookatscripture,soakyourselfinthebeautyandtruthoftheBible.

AndthenwereadthatJesus,‘filledwiththepoweroftheSpirit,returnedtoGalilee.’

Here’sathirdcluetoholiness,befilledwiththeSpirit.Thatmightsoundesoteric,but

actuallyit’sjustamatterofaskingandbeingopen.Partofmyprayersatthestartof

theday,veryoften,isthatsimplerequest,‘FillmewithyourSpirit.’Youcaneven

enactthatprayer.Whenwesittoprayitsgoodtostartwithgentlebreathing,inand

out,tofocusourattentionbeforesayinganything.Andwecanmakethatabreathing

inoftheSpirittofillus,andabreathingoutofthenegativitiesthatliewithinus.In



withthegood,outwiththebad.InwiththeSpirit,outwiththerubbish.

Holinesscomesfrom longlookinginthedirectionofJesus,from soakingourselves

inthebeautyoftheBible,andfrom beingfilledwiththeSpirit.

Butthere’sonelastthingaboutholiness–thephilosophersaid‘knowyourself’;

Jesussaid‘don’ttryandbepious.’Holinessisearthyandhonest.Holypeopledon’t

float6inchesaboveground.They’reintouchwiththemselves,theirmotives,andthe

ordinarystuffofreality.

Twomonkswerewalkingalongatrack,talkingaway,whentheygottoariver,and

theretheyfoundanattractiveyoungwomantryingtogetacross.Shedidn’tknow

howtogetacrossbyherself,sooneofthemonksofferedtocarryheronhisbackas

theyfordedtheriver.Hedulydidsoandputherdownontheotherside,andthe

monkswalkedoninsilence.Afteramileorso,theothermonkcouldkeepquietno

longerandhebeganremonstratingwithhisfriendforcarryingabeautifulyoung

womanlikethat,whentheyweresupposedtokeepthemselvespure.‘Ohdear,’said

theother,‘Iputherdownbytheriver.Areyoustillcarryingher?’

Knowyourself.Don’ttryandbepiousbutletyourholinessbeearthyandhonest.

LookatJesus;lookatscripture;befilledwiththeSpirit.

Thentemptationswillcomeandgo-andweneednotbeafraid.


