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‘When the Devil makes sense’   
Do any of you remember a show on TV called “Would I Lie to you?” Three people on a panel would tell a story about something that happened to them, but only one of the three would be telling the truth. The other two would be making it up. The task for the opposition team was to guess who was lying and who was telling the truth. It always amazed me how clever people were at lying with a straight face. They were so convincing. Their stories were so plausible. 
It's that word, ‘plausible’ that I’d like us to think about this morning. The dictionary says that something is ‘plausible’ when it “seems reasonable and is believable”. Or, a person is ‘plausible’ when they are “skilled at producing persuasive arguments, especially ones intended to deceive”. 
Some people are experts at doing that! Now I don’t want to put politicians down, but I’m sure we would all agree that they are generally very good a being plausible. They can shape any argument so that it sounds very convincing, usually because they have done their research and can quote enough information and use that information in the hope you’ll believe them. 
Stephen King once said, “Give me just enough information so that I can lie convincingly”. That’s a scary thought isn’t it!
What I would like to suggest is that our story today about Jesus’ temptation in the desert is a story about very convincing lies – very plausible and convincing arguments – words that actually make a lot of good sense, at least on the surface. And those words in Luke 9 come from the devil, whoever or whatever the devil is in this story. We note that Luke uses lower-case ‘d’ for ‘devil’, suggesting it may not stand for a personified being, but something broader and possibly even more sinister. 
However interpreted, this ‘devil’ here actually makes a lot of sense. The devil is very plausible. “Crafty” is another word used of the devil. (eg Gen 3:1, as ‘the serpent’). 
So, my question is this: What plausible messages are we hearing today from leaders, teachers, media, neighbours, even people in churches, that are enticing us to believe, yet if believed can be really destructive to our life and faith? [Discussion on this point]
It seems to me that we are easily drawn in to accept what is said to us – especially in times when we are facing hardship or feeling fragile or vulnerable. In such times we naturally want to escape our situation and so we buy into all kinds of promises, even if they are false. 
Jesus in the desert was just like us in that way. He was weak, tired, hungry and vulnerable when the convincing, plausible messages offered him an easy way out. Let’s have a bit of a look at the context of this passage. Firstly, there is the geographical location. The gospel writers most likely had in mind the Judean Wilderness, an area to the east of Jerusalem, leading down to the Dead Sea. [show photo] It was dry, rugged and harsh. 
What’s more important than the actual location is the theological significance of this story. Luke has deliberately included a number of parallels to the Old Testament. There is the obvious connection to the forty years that the Israelites were in the desert. It also follows straight on from a long genealogy that traces Jesus right back to Adam. (3:23-38) Then there are the quotes from Deuteronomy by Jesus and the quote from Psalm 91:11-12 that the devil uses about how God will protect Jesus if he throws himself off the temple (v9-11). Quoting scripture makes an argument more plausible and convincing, doesn’t it?! More plausible! But not necessarily right!
Where the story appears in Luke has significance too. It’s right at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry – just after his baptism. This is important for Luke, since God has just called Jesus “my Son” at his baptism (3:22), so now there comes a testing time to figure out what it actually means for Jesus to be God’s Son. What kind of Son of God is he called to be?
It’s really interesting that the creators of the lectionary put this story at the beginning of Lent. Shouldn’t it be at the beginning of Epiphany when we looked at the baptism of Jesus? But we can see why they’ve done it. In the desert, Jesus has to say ‘no’ to three big temptations and in the season of Lent, one of the Lenten disciplines is to say ‘no’ to temptations – like chocolate, coffee, alcohol, social media, whatever. 
There is therefore an obviously connection in this story to our own testing and tempting, for sure. But for Luke, I think the main reason for this story is to make a statement about what it means for Jesus to be the Son of God. It’s a Christological statement about Jesus. Then, secondary to that is the question of what it therefore means for us to be followers of the Son of God. The secondary question is important, but we first must wrestle with who Jesus really is. That’s Luke’s intention I believe. 
So, to wrestle with that, our story presents us with two conflicting ideas about what it means to be the Son the God. Two alternative and opposite ideas. [picture Homer with angel and devil voices]
On one hand Jesus has heard God’s plan for his life. It’s for the ‘Word to become flesh’ (John 1:14). To do the human journey with all the pain and suffering that goes with it and stick with it until the fulfillment of his mission. On the other hand, there is this plausible, convincing, enticing voice offering an alternative which actually makes darn good sense. Use your power. Assert your authority. Be in control. 
The devil is, in fact coming up with an alternative Christology – an alternative way to be the Son of God. The temptation for Jesus is thus not so much about ‘turning stones into bread’ (v3), it’s about him taking a whole different path in his life – a much easier path, which undoubtedly would not involve the cross. 
When you think about it logically, the path that God had pre-determined for Jesus did not make sense then, and still does not make sense today. It’s illogical, counter-intuitive, radical and indeed scandalous. Choosing a path of powerlessness has never really made sense and has never been popular in this world. 
So, having thought about what it means for Jesus to be the Son of God, what does it mean, then for us to identify with him and walk the same path? It’s a good question to again ask ourselves deeply and personally as we embark on this season of Lent. [share thoughts]
What does it truly mean for us to be powerless? What do we need to let go of? How do we need to re-wire our thinking? We may know in theory that Jesus’ way is a way of powerlessness, but at the same time every fibre in our being desires power, control, comfort, escape from hardship, walking the easy path. We know we are called to embrace suffering in ourselves and in others, but we also know from experience just how hard that is to do. 
For me, I think the key challenge is to let go (or at least relax my strong grip) on my own agenda. That’s because when my agenda is strong it dictates all I do and say. I start imposing my agenda on others. In fact, I will even be tempted to come up with convincing and plausible reasoning (even quoting scripture) to impose my agenda on others. And then in the end I start to believe my own plausible arguments and that controls my own personal thoughts and actions. I know I need to surrender, daily, my agenda and make it about God’s agenda. That’s exactly what Jesus did in the desert – surrender to God’s agenda.  
Is this all too hard? Actually, it is. That’s why we can’t do it alone. In today’s story, Luke ‘bookends’ the account with, perhaps the most important thing for his readers to learn about how Jesus handled the devil. He starts off saying “Jesus, full of the spirit…was led into the desert” (v1). Then at the end he adds again, “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit” (v14). Jesus was not alone out there in the desert. Nor are we in our own wilderness times and struggles. 
Psalm 91 says, “Whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, “He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust” ‘(Ps 91:1-2). God is our shelter in our wilderness. A shelter from harm. Of course he is not a shelter that stops bad things happening to us. Our faith in him gives us a shelter that protects our relationship with him, and that’s the most precious thing. 
