Living Like Jesus

Before we return to the book of Matthew this morning we need to review some things about Jesus.  I hope you all know these things, but a quick reminder is in order.  Number one, was Jesus just a man?  I hope your immediate reaction was a solid, “NO.”  Jesus was much more than a man.  He was actually God himself in human flesh.  According to John 1, Jesus has always existed and was involved in the creation of everything that has ever been created.  In other places, Jesus does what only God can do.  He forgives sin.  He commands the winds and the waves and they obey.  He speaks and demons obey him.  Most telling, however, is Revelations 5 where Jesus is worshiped as God.  Worship of anyone other than God is considered idolatry in the Bible and, as such, is sinful.  In Revelation five, however, Jesus is worshiped by the living creatures, the elders present, the angels, and all of creation.  Jesus was fully and truly God himself.  In response to those who try to make Jesus just a man Christianity has emphasized Jesus’ divinity for some time and so I hope you all know these things.


A question: As God, did Jesus learn?  Could he really learn things as a man?  According to the book of Hebrews, the answer is, “Yes.”  


Hebrews 5:8 – Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered…


Jesus learned obedience.  Didn’t he know what obedience was?  Yes, he did.  However, until he took on flesh and lived in this world as a human with temptations all around, he didn’t know obedience through experience.  As a man, Jesus learned obedience.  This brings another question.  Could Jesus, God in the flesh, really be tempted?  Again, consider the book of Hebrews.


Hebrews 4:15 – For 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 was without sin.


Who has seen that new show, “Undercover Boss”?  If you haven’t, it is about the CEO’s of major corporations going undercover as new recruits in the lowest levels of their companies.  The camera crews are present for the apparent purpose of documenting the process of getting a new job for a documentary.  I have only watched two episodes.  In one, the owner of the White Castle fast food chain entered as a new recruit.  In another, the CEO of Waste Management went and worked the trucks pumping septic systems and picking up garbage.  In both cases these men were unable to perform the tasks that their employees are expected to perform every day.  In both cases they found that their employees found their policies to be unrealistic and burdensome.  In both cases, the boss agreed as he was unable to do most of the basic tasks expected.  


When it comes to God, people sometimes think that he is like the CEO far off who doesn’t really understand how things work.  They think he is unrealistic in his expectations and that the obedience he calls for is unattainable.  The truth is, however, that Jesus came as an undercover boss and did what we are called to do far better than any of us ever do.  

What is more, as we see in Hebrews, Jesus was not just God in the flesh, he was truly human as much as he was God.  He experienced temptation and the struggle to be obedient.  We see in the gospels that Jesus had to eat, that he got tired and fell asleep, and that he was thirsty and had to drink.  Jesus was as much human as he was God with all of our limitations.  

We tend to focus on what Jesus did for us in salvation and to study his words, but he is also an example for us of how to live as humans.  As we finally turn to Matthew today, we are going to learn from Jesus what obedience looks like.  We’ll begin in chapter three.

Matthew 3:13-17 – Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John.  But John tried to deter him saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?”  Jesus replied, “Let it be so for now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  Then John consented.  As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up from the water.  At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.  

In this passage we have some very interesting things.  First, we have an affirmation of the trinity.  Jesus is being baptized, God the Father speaks from heaven, and the Spirit descends resembling a dove.  We have an affirmation here of the true threeness of God.  

Secondly, we have an affirmation here that Jesus is the messiah.  When God speaks from heaven he blends a passage about anointing his chosen one from Psalm chapter two with a passage about the messiah from Isaiah 42.  In this statement we have God confirming Jesus as his chosen one.  

As we look at this passage today I want to focus on another aspect.  Why did Jesus get baptized?  John was preaching a baptism of repentance.  This was not Christian baptism.  Christian baptism is a picture of dying with Christ and being raised to new life with him.  John was proclaiming repentance with baptism as the picture of having one’s sins washed away.  Why did Jesus need a baptism of repentance – especially since we already read that Jesus never sinned?  

Jesus’ own answer was that he was baptized as something “proper to fulfill all righteousness.”  You see, it was ultimately God rather than John that was calling all of Israel to repent and be baptized.  John was the mouthpiece, but the message was God’s.  It didn’t matter that Jesus had never sinned, as a matter of obedience to the proclaimed message of God, he was baptized.  Jesus did not need to be baptized for repentance; he needed to be baptized as an act of obedience.  
Looking at Jesus’ example of living as a godly man we find that obedience means doing things just because God said so and not necessarily because we can see the need for it.  Many people feel that they don’t NEED to be a part of a church and, yet, the Bible commands us not to give up meeting together.  Obedience then would require a person to be regularly involved in a church body.  Some people don’t feel the need to pray though we are called to prayer throughout scriptures.  Some people choose not to worship because they don’t enjoy singing and don’t feel they get anything out of it.  However, we are told in scriptures to worship.  

People sometimes think that they can pick and choose when to obey God.  In “serious” areas they are perfectly obedient but in “minor” areas where they don’t personally see the reason, they don’t feel the need to be obedient.  We learn from Jesus’ example that we need to be obedient to God’s commands whether we see a personal need for it or not.  Jesus certainly didn’t need to be baptized for repentance, but he was simply because God called the entire nation to do so.  Are there areas in your life where you need to choose obedience even though you don’t see the reason for what God commands?

As we continue on into chapter four we find Jesus facing temptation.  When Jesus learned about obedience, he did not do so in some protected way.  When Jesus faced temptation his father did not make sure that anyone held back.  Jesus was confronted by Satan himself after fasting in the wilderness for forty days and nights.  Jesus was weakened and hungry and here came the devil.  Let’s read about this great temptation.
Matthew 4:1-4 – Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil.  After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry.  The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.”  Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  

Jesus, the creator of all things, after a long fast was tempted to make bread.  What in the world is wrong with making a little bread?  Jesus’ response is a quote from Deuteronomy eight where Moses is reminding the people that God had them spend forty years in the wilderness to teach them obedience and to test them.  Jesus was being tempted to do more than simply make bread, he was being tempted to break the fast before God’s time.  He was tempted to cease following God because God hadn’t filled his belly yet.  Forty days and nights of hunger and Jesus was tempted to turn back because he wasn’t receiving food.  From Jesus we find that obedience to the commands of God is required even when God doesn’t seem to be doing what we want.

Many people today will obey God so long as the payoff is great enough.  They practice chastity and hold out for a Christian spouse as long as that Christian spouse doesn’t take too long to come.  They will practice generosity as long as they themselves don’t lack anything.  They will serve the Lord so long as it doesn’t conflict with their other commitments.  They will wait on the Lord so long as he doesn’t take too long.  
Many people have inadvertently learned to expect God to reward them immediately for obeying him.  They have somehow gathered that obedience to God indebts God to them.  When that obedience doesn’t pay off immediately, or worse, obedience is met with hardship, they face the temptation of turning back from obeying the Lord to get what they want in some other way.  They hold onto every penny they earn because God doesn’t seem to provide enough.  They lower the standards for a spouse because God is taking to long.  They lie, just a little, on their taxes because God hasn’t blessed them financially.  They give up on serving God because things are hard.

Jesus, as a human, was obediently following God when he was lead out into the desert to be alone and to fast.  When he was good and hungry, he was tempted to do things his own way and to get food.  His stomach wanted it, but his desire to please his father was greater.  

We learn from Jesus that obedience is required even when the outcomes are not what we would hope for.  When God doesn’t do just what we want, we need to realize that he is God, that he is wiser than we, and continue to obey him.  We see from Jesus’ example that we follow God even when we seem to be left hungry.  In what area is God not acting fast enough for you?  How are you being tempted to compromise in order to get what you want?  Will you obey regardless of the outcomes just as Jesus did?

Matthew 4:5-7 – Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple.  “If you are the son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down.  For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’”  Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  


What is this temptation about?  The commentaries suggest that the devil was tempting Jesus to ask the Father to prove himself before committing to the cross.  Would the Father always be with him?  Would the Father keep his promises?  Could he raise Jesus from the dead?  The suggestion is that Jesus was tempted to ask the Father to prove himself.  I find one big problem with this theory – Jesus was asked to jump off the temple!  What kind of test is this?  If Jesus jumped expecting God to catch him, then he had no need to ask the Father to prove himself.  If he jumped full of doubt then he was suicidal!  


I think the temptation here was to manipulate God.  God’s plan called for Jesus to be rejected and crucified.  Being caught by angels in the temple would have drawn an amazed and adoring crowd.  The Devil was saying that the Father had promised to protect the Son and so, if he jumped, the Father was obligated to act.  In the act of saving Jesus the Father would have compromised his own plan of salvation and Jesus would not have had to face hostile crowds.  Jesus answered that we are not to test God in this way.  We are not to attempt to manipulate him by putting him in places where we think he is forced to act according to our desires.


People try very hard to manipulate God.  In college I was told that a percentage of seminary students deal with drugs and various sexual addictions.  The reason they go to the Bible college is that they hope by doing something for God, God will owe them and fix them.  Other people compensate for sin by being immersed in church activities reasoning that God will be favorable toward them in return.  Still others do good and follow God only because they hope for the material rewards promised by some preachers.  As soon as things get hard, they cease from following God.


There are many forms of manipulating God.  Some people manipulate God with form prayers.  For awhile God was obligated to answer prayers ending with, “in Jesus’ name.”  The Sinner’s Prayer is good if it is an expression of the heart, but many people pray it as a magic formula to escape Hell and then go on about their lives as usual without any relationship with God.  


We see in Jesus that we are not to attempt to manipulate God.  Obedience means accepting God’s timing and methods.  Obedience means letting God be God while we abide by his will.  Obedience means accepting what God has for us and trusting him whatever may come.  Do you need to cease trying to force God to your will and instead accept his?

Matthew 4:8-11 – Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor.  “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.”  Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan!  For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”  Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him.  

Jesus was tempted by an easy way out here.  If he would just compromise one principle he could achieve his overall goal of establishing his kingdom without having to face the cross.  Rather than full obedience, Jesus was tempted to compromise for the sake of avoiding pain.  Rather than full obedience, Jesus was tempted to allow the ends to justify the means.  And remember, this was not just a matter of words.  Jesus was truly tempted here as he was not looking forward to the cross.  Even when it was time, Jesus prayed with blood and tears that the Father would provide another way.  Here the temptation was to take the easy way out by allowing the ends to justify the means.  Jesus absolutely refused.  The ends did not justify the means.  Turning from God to accomplish good goals was not acceptable.  Jesus was willing to follow the Father even to death on a cross.  

We face these struggles all the time.  Take the easy way out.  Lie a little, everyone does.  Steal a little, it won’t be missed.  Go ahead and gossip, it will give you something to talk about and satisfy your curiosity to find out more.  Go ahead and be a workaholic, that is respected in our society and it is easier than other things God calls you to.  

Allow the ends to justify the means.  I need to provide for my family so I sacrifice God’s call to be generous.  I need to get this work done and so I sacrifice the call to gather for worship.  I want to accomplish this good thing and so I run over and hurt people with my methods.  I am loud and obnoxious and hurtful because the goal is good.  These things are not acceptable.  

Jesus shows us by example that we cannot allow our ends to compromise our means.  He shows us that there is not always an easy way out that is acceptable. Like Jesus, we need to be fully obedient to God even when that requires us enduring hard things.  Will you be obedient like Jesus?  

In Jesus we see the standard set very high.  He loved his Father enough that he denied his own physical needs for the sake of obedience to him.  He yielded his will to the Father rather than trying to bend the Father to his.  Jesus’ desire to please his Father caused him to be uncompromising in his methods and willing to do very hard things.  His desire to please his father also caused him to obey even when the need for what was commanded was not obvious.  We are called to be like Jesus.  

The question becomes, how did Jesus do this?  As a human, how did he so perfectly obey his father?  First, going back to his baptism, the Holy Spirit descended on him.  Jesus lived by the power of the Spirit.  If you are a Christian today, you have this same Spirit at work in you according to such passages as Romans eight.  The Holy Spirit will help you live obediently if you will listen to him.


Secondly, Jesus was in tune with his Father and often took time to pray.  Before facing the Devil, Jesus was fasting forty days in the wilderness spending time with his heavenly father.  Like Jesus, we can approach God with confidence.  Consider again Hebrews 4.


Hebrews 4:15-16 – For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who was tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.  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.  


Because Jesus learned obedience as a human, he understands what we go through.  He knows our struggles.  He was personally tempted by the devil himself.  Now, he provides a way for us to approach the throne of God with confidence that we will find mercy and grace to help us in our time of need.  


When you face temptation, pray.  Seek God’s help and persevere in obeying him.  Listen to the Spirit and follow his leading.  Seek God’s help to obey like Jesus.
