Liturgy:
Reading : Psalm 91 + Deut. 6, 10-19

Text       : Mt. 4, 5-7

Ps.    91 : 1,2

Ps.  130 : 2

Ps.  100 : 4 (after baptism)

Ps.    95 : 3,4

Ps.    91 : 3,4,5

Ps.   56 : 4,5

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Continuing a mini series on a section of the gospel according to Matthew, this morning in the preaching we will deal with the second attempt of Satan to make the Lord Jesus disobey the will of His Father in heaven. As regards this second temptation, one may query the tempting aspect of it. Was it indeed so tempting for the Lord Jesus to throw Himself down from the pinnacle of the temple? Apart from a sickly compulsion in case of suicide, to whom would it ever appeal to jump into a yawning abyss? As regards the other two temptations, the tempting aspect of them seems to be much greater. Bread is a necessity for life, especially when you are almost starving of hunger – the first temptation. The hunger for glory too is a vital inward force in man, who once in Paradise had received a royal position – the third temptation. Yet, what satisfaction of a deep-rooted human desire is promised to Jesus in this second temptation? One could indeed query this.
Yet, beloved, considering this second temptation a bit more in detail, one will soon learn that in this temptation there is much more at stake than tempting Jesus to some kind of daring foolhardiness, putting His life at risk so to speak. Instead, also through this second temptation the devil is busy trying to dissuade Jesus from traveling the road set out by His Father in heaven. To understand this, we have to look at the close connection between the first and the second temptation. The Lord Jesus had withstood the first temptation by pointing Satan to God’s all-embracing care for all who want to live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Well, in the second temptation Satan wants the Lord Jesus to put this trust in God to the test. Prove it that God is indeed always there to care for you.

Let us have a closer look at this, when this morning I may preach you the gospel under the following heading,

IN THE SECOND TEMPATION

THE DEVIL QUERIES JESUS’ FIRM FAITH IN FATHER’S CARE 
Looking at this temptation more closely we learn that true faith

1) is not based on what we can see with our physical eyes

2) instead without any query it puts full trust in God’s sure promises

I
During the first temptation, the Lord Jesus had expressed His unwavering trust in God, even though He was almost starving of hunger. He trusted that God in His time would provide for Him. Well, beloved, it is this unwavering trust in God, which the devil puts to the test when he comes again to Jesus. This second temptation takes place in the holy city, i.e. Jerusalem, where Satan leads the Lord Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple. The vagueness of the Greek word translated with pinnacle makes it difficult to point to the precise spot whether the devil took Jesus. Perhaps they were standing on the temple wall that joined the edge of the Kidron Valley, where there was enormous drop from the top to the bottom.
In quite a few commentaries, you can read that Satan’s suggestion to Jesus to throw Himself down from the pinnacle of the temple might have been in particular attractive to Jesus, since it would have demonstrated to those who would see this, that He was indeed the Messiah sent by God. However, the context of Mt. 4 does not hint in this direction at all. That’s why we do better to leave this strange notion altogether alone. It is even possible that this temptation took place ‘in the spirit’. Moreover, the devil doesn’t make any reference to people being present at the time of this temptation. Instead, by quoting Psalm 91 the devil queries Jesus’ trust in God’s promises. 
During the first temptation, the Lord Jesus had withstood the devil with the sword of God’s Word. Well, the devil uses now this very same sword. Quoting a few verses of Psalm 91, he asks the Lord Jesus to put these words to the test. You said, man shall live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Well, what about God’s care spoken about in this particular psalm. Do you dare to live by these words of Scripture, throwing yourself down, trusting that God will indeed make sure that His angels will protect you? After all, that’s what this word of Scripture says, isn’t it? Does it, beloved?

Psalm 91 teaches that under all circumstances God’s children may know themselves safe with the LORD, the almighty God. Yes in God, we may trust, in the same way as the people of Israel during the last plagues before their exodus from Egypt. I refer to this exodus, since Psalm 91 speaks about pestilence that walks in darkness, and the destruction that lays waste at noonday. The snare is laid, the arrow flies. Thousand, yes ten thousand fall on the left and on the right. Yet the plague doesn’t come near God’s chosen ones. The LORD saves them, and so the author sings, “The LORD is my refuge and my fortress. My God, in Him I will trust.”  

The Israelites had experienced this at the time of their exodus from Egypt, but also later on during their journey through de desert, and while living in the land of Canaan. Likewise does the church of the New Dispensation experience things similar to this. We live in the time by Scripture called ‘the last days’, a time similar to the last days spent by God’s people in Egypt before the exodus. Yes, beloved, in the same way as in those days the angel of destruction went around to sow peril, likewise we read in the last book of the Bible, that angels will be sent out to execute God’s judgment upon this world, blowing God’s trumpets, Rev. 8-11. Egypt was hit by plagues. Well, likewise we read in the Book of Revelation about angels pouring out upon the earth the bowls of God’s wrath, Rev. 15 + 16.
Yet Psalm 91 promises, “No evil shall befall you, nor shall any plague come near your dwelling, for He shall give His angels charge over you to keep you in all your ways. In their hands they shall bear you up … I will be with him in trouble … with a long life I will satisfy him, and show him my salvation.” Summarizing this means, the LORD does not promise His people a quiet journey through life, yet He does promise a safe arrival. That’s Psalm 91.

Quoting this particular psalm, the devil is now tempting the Lord Jesus. To understand the true meaning of this temptation – as I mentioned it already before – we have to look at the close connection between the first and the second temptation. During the first temptation, the Lord Jesus had expressed His unwavering trust in God.  Living by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, one will never be put to shame. In this second temptation, the devil is actually saying to the Lord Jesus, can you prove that this is really true. 

If you are the Son of God, if it is indeed your aim to help people in their need, try then for a moment to put yourself in their shoes; people in need, living in difficult circumstances, whose only stronghold in life is the promise of God. However, what actual strength does this promise give? You cannot see anything of it. One can only hold on to it, and so to speak hope for the best. According to the devil, this is like blindly jumping down in a yawning abyss. Yes, isn’t this what at times this world seems to be like, with all the misery we see around us and the troubles we experience ourselves at times as well. It is not always to cope. At times life can be very hard, and then still to trust always unwavering that God will provide. How is this possible? One can say, because it reads so in the Bible, e.g. in Psalm 91? However, how do you know that this is true? What do you see of it, what do you feel of it? 
If you are the Son of God, so the devil is saying her to the Lord Jesus, throw yourself down. Help all those people who in this difficult life have nothing else to hold to than mere promises. Prove to them that these promises are true, indeed!

Again, tempting indeed, like with the first temptation! After all, would this not have been a great help for us as believers, to have proof that we can indeed rely on God’s promises always. For let us be honest, at times, we do have our questions, especially when we go through valleys and God seems to be so far away at times. At such a moment, it may cross our mind, “Is God really there? How do I know for sure?”At times, it may seem that there are insurmountable questions. We struggle. Would it not be nice, Br. & Sr., that in circumstances like these we had clear proof from Scripture that we can indeed trust God unwavering. Why could Jesus not prove this to us?
On the other side of the spectrum, there are Christians – especially in evangelical circles – who try to prove via stories about special experiences and miracles that God’s promises are reliable indeed. They hold on to what either they themselves or others have experienced as proof that God’s promises are true indeed! You could say, these people can count on understanding from the devil, who in this second temptation takes the side of all those people who can’t make that leap in faith; people who have difficulty with believing without seeing. That’s why he says to the Lord Jesus, if you are the Son of God, jump towards these people and give them secure proof of their safe arrival, proof that they can truly trust God.
I hope this makes clear, beloved, what is at stake in this temptation. Is the matter of faith! Yes, what is faith? In Heb. 11, 1 it says, “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” With respect to this second temptation, this means, if the Lord Jesus in throwing Himself down would have tried out His trust in God, He would have tried to make visible that what is not visible. He would have abandoned what is basic to faith: childlike trust! 
See there, beloved, what was at stake here. In this second temptation, the devil makes a link with deep-rooted force in the lives of many people, namely the desire for more tangible proof for what we believe. I think here of expressions like, “If only I could see it, if only I could touch it with my hands, then I would believe.” Think of Thomas, for example.
Well, that’s how the devil is tempting Jesus here. In this temptation, the Lord Jesus too faces the oppressing conflict between believing and seeing. He must believe that He is here at Father’s house, yet next to Him stands the devil tempting Him. He must believe that God has given His angels charge to care also for Him, but what does He see of this care? At present, nothing at all! Well, the devil is saying now, prove it that you can trust God, not only for yourself, but also for all the others who have nothing to hold on to but promises only. Yet, beloved, that’s now exactly what faith is all about, as becomes clear from Jesus response to this temptation, which brings us to the second point of the sermon.

II
One always has to be on guard, beloved, when the devil starts quoting the Bible. The text chosen for this morning’s sermon shows this quite clearly. The devil quotes a few verses of Psalm 91, only a few verses and this also totally out of context. The author of Psalm 91 speaks about God’s charge to angels to guard God’s children, when in serving the LORD they meet with difficulties and dangers of life. These children do not force God to help them by playing all kind of dangerous tricks, so to speak. No, they may count on God’s help when they live in accordance with God’s commandments. That’s what this psalm says.
Yet Satan quotes just a few verses of this psalm, paying no attention to the further context of this psalm or to what is taught elsewhere in Scripture. Beloved, these are so often the tactics of the devil, also today, speaking seemingly pious, and people fall for it. Throughout the ages, many people have become confused by a wrong use of God’s Word. For example, when you isolate texts from the rest of Scripture, you can come to a rejection of infant baptism, and it makes the devil laugh. Yes, the devil laughs, not only when modern theologians give their modern views about the Bible, but the devil equally takes pleasure in a wrong conservative Biblicism, as it is found among many evangelical movements nowadays. Often such conservative Biblicism is even more dangerous, since going by the sound of it, it seems to be very scriptural. Yet, they often quote isolated texts, without paying attention to the whole of Scripture. Yet, we have to live by all that God teaches us in his Word, as the Lord Jesus shows it, when He withstands also this second temptation with the sword of God’s Word.

Satan had quoted some isolated verses of Psalm 91. Yet taking into account all of Scripture, the Lord Jesus responds by saying, “…” It should be noted that the word ‘tempt’ in vs. 7 has a totally different meaning than in the verses 1 and 3. In vs. 7 it does not mean ‘to lead into sin’, but rather to put God on trial by challenging the LORD to make His Word come true, asking God in a forceful way to demonstrate the truthfulness of His promises. Thus, the Lord Jesus is actually saying to the devil, we are not allowed to put God to the test, not allowed to ask God to prove Himself. His Word, His promises are sufficient always, even if the facts of life seem to contradict them. The truth and strength of God’s promises should never be doubted, since they come from the mouth of the LORD, who is reliable always.
Responding to the devil, also the Lord Jesus quotes Scripture, namely Deut 6, 16, where Moses reminds the Israelites of what had happened at Massah and Meribah. The actual story is recorded in Ex. 17. Whilst they were camping at Rephidim, there was no water for the people to drink. In that critical hour, they asked for water as proof that the LORD was still with them. They so to speak put the LORD on trial, and this, beloved, whilst shortly before the LORD had shown His power to them in so many wonders, delivering them from Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. In addition, He also had provided them with bread from heaven. Yet, when there is no water, the Israelites still asked the LORD to prove that He was among them. If God indeed loves us and cares for us, let Him show us His love. Let Him prove that He is able to help.
Well, beloved, this is now exactly what the Lord Jesus means, when he speaks about tempting God. It means you don’t want to believe God’s sure promises without having seen proof of their trustworthiness. The devil challenges Jesus to do this proof. God has said that you are His Son and He will care for you, but now the proof. Are you really sure
In response, the Lord Jesus says to the devil, you say that one can believe something only after he has seen the proof of it. However, that’s not what faith is all about. You have quoted Scripture, which says that God will give His angels charge over Me, that in their hands they shall bear Me up. Yet this promise will only come true to those who say to the LORD, “my refuge and my fortress; my God in whom I trust,” as it says in the beginning of the psalm you quoted. In other words, the promise is not for those who ask proof. The angels shall bear on their hands those who want to live by faith, and by faith only.
The point in all this is, beloved, exactly because the Lord Jesus trusted God completely, there was no need for Him to throw Himself down. There was no need for Him to challenge God, to ask God for a demonstration of angelic care. There was no need first to experience this care of God in a tangible way. The Lord Jesus simply believes what at present He cannot see with His physical eyes. Well, beloved, this is indeed the main feature of true trust. True trust in God’s promises shows itself in unconditional faith in the truth of God’s Word without asking for proof. Whoever asks for proof lacks true trust.

Psalm 91 indeed speaks about God’s care amidst the dangers of life. Yet from our side we should nor first create these dangers, and then afterwards ask God to demonstrate His protection. In actual terms, this would mean that we try to take the initiative out of God’s hand. The Lord Jesus refuses to do this. In a similar way as He had refused to provide food for Himself against God’s will, likewise He rejects the temptation to make a presumptuous and reckless claim on God’s assistance, outside the path God had set out for Him. The Lord Jesus trusted God at the time He almost starved from hunger. The same trust we see, when the devil comes to Him a second time. 
You can even say, in doing so the Lord Jesus revealed the truth of Psalm 91, since by fully trusting God in all temptations, God indeed kept the Lord Jesus in His almighty care. God did deliver Him from the snare of the fowler, the deadly snare laid by Satan. Yes, exactly because Christ was obedient to Father’s will in childlike trust, obedient even to death on the cross, God showed Him salvation. Christ indeed remained obedient to the very end. He did so, beloved, – and this is something we should not forget – as our Surety and Mediator. Yes, it was for our sake that He persevered in faith, in order that in this way He could cover our lack of faith and unbelief. Tempted like we are He now can also sympathize with our weaknesses, weaknesses in the battle we have to fight today.
Considering this battle, beloved, we should never make light of it. For, Satan is still out there today, even though he is on the losing end. He still is out there to deceive unstable souls, to deceive them, at times even with pious words. Satan is very good in quoting texts out of context, quoting words of Scripture simply by the sound of it, and this with the aim to soothe our consciences, meanwhile trying to lead us astray. Beloved, whoever is not conversant with all of Scripture, whoever can’t be bothered to let himself be guided by all of God’s Word – that person will easily fall into this deadly snare. Then we will easily fail in offering resistance to all kind of movements that with a mask of piousness gratify the desires of the flesh. Let us be on guard for this!

In LD 7 among others, we confess regarding a true faith that it is a sure knowledge, whereby we accept as true all that God has revealed to us in His Word. For a moment, I like to emphasize the word ‘all’. It means true faith consists of more than living just from the riches of a few isolated texts. True faith will delve in the riches of all of Scripture, like delving in a goldmine. In Eph. 3, 18 + 19 the apostle Paul writes, grounded and rooted in true love there should be a desire to comprehend more and more together with all the saints what is the width and length and depth and height – to know the love of Christ which passes knowledge and so to be filled with all the fullness of God. If we truly do so, we will also be able to withstand all pious yet deceiving quotes of Scripture with response, “Yet it is also written…” Then we want to live from Scripture as a whole. Especially in this day and age with all kinds of evangelical movement gaining ground and the influence all this has also on church members at times – in view of this, beloved, we all should make a conscious effort to study God’s Word. We should make time for this personally as well as in the circle of the family, but also using the means of the meetings of the Bible Study Societies. It’s not a good sign when these meetings lack attendance. The point is how eager are we to study God’s Word, so that as it reads in Psalm 127, we are also able to speak also with the enemy in the gate. The Lord in His grace gives us the opportunities, let us make use of it, and also in this way truly be a hand and foot to each other, but also personally to grow stronger in faith. In Eph. 6, the apostle Paul writes, “Be strong in the LORD, …”, i.e. in Jesus Christ the Author and Finisher of our faith. “Be strong in the Lord and in the power of His might.” Next Paul continues saying, vss. 11 – 13, “…” 
If in this way we are busy with God’s Word, personally and together, we may have firm confidence that God will uphold us in the battle we have to fight. He will uphold us, also when at times the facts of life may seem to contradict God’s fatherly care for us. At such a moment we should not start challenging God as it were, doubting whether He is still there. Instead, with the leap of faith we should cling to God’s sure promises, which are trustworthy and reliable under all circumstances. Yes, then I also think of those promises in Psalm 91. Beloved, if you indeed make the LORD your refuge and put your trust in God, He will be with you in trouble, deliver you, and show you His salvation.
Never doubt this, beloved. Simply believe it, since God Himself has said this. Yes, in childlike trust live from every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. Pray to God, to help you persevere. Keep trusting in Christ, who is your Redeemer. I think here of what the glorified Christ wrote to His faithful church in Philadelphia, Rev. 3, 10 + 11, “…” 

“Hold fast what you have…” What is that what we have? It is the prophetic Word of God, which is trustworthy and reliable under all circumstances. May this Word then indeed always rule all of our life.

Amen.
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