
Navigating Barriers to Belief: What Gets in the Way

Luke 4:1-13

Last Wednesday marked the beginning of Lent, the season in the church year that runs from Ash Wednesday to Holy Saturday. The forty days of Lent (not counting Sundays) signify the forty days Jesus spent in the wilderness preparing for his formal ministry. Just as Jesus used that wilderness experience to prepare himself for his ministry and God would require of him, Lent is an opportunity for us to prepare ourselves to live as repentant, empowered believers.

Each Sunday during this Season of Lent your pastor will help you look at a different barrier to belief and identify ways to overcome it. In her absence this morning I will identify what I see as a primary barrier and share with you some ways to get around that barrier and maintain a strong belief and trust in Jesus Christ.

This morning’s reading from Luke’s Gospel puts forward the theme for us today— the theme of temptation. There is a story told about a boy named Bobby who wanted a new bike. When his parents said no because he already had a bike, Bobby decided he would save his money until he had enough to buy the bike himself. Each night he prayed, “Dear God, help me save more money so that I can buy a bike.” He did OK for a while. Then one night Bobby prayed, “Dear Lord, please help me save my money for a new bike. And please, Lord, don’t let the ice-cream man come down my street again.”

Jim Grant in Reader’s Digest told about an overweight business man who decided it was time to loose some of his extra pounds. He took his diet so seriously that he changed his route to work to avoid passing his favorite bakery. One morning, however, he arrived at work carrying a gigantic coffeecake. Everyone at the office scolded him but he smiled and explained, “This is a special coffeecake. I was a little sleepy this morning and not paying attention. I accidentally drove by the bakery and as I was about to pass it I slowed down and looked in the window and saw this coffeecake. It looked so good I prayed, ‘Lord, if you want me to buy that cake, please let me find a parking place in front of the bakery.’ And sure enough—after eight times around the block—I found the parking place.”


Temptation is something we all face from time to time. Temptation comes to everyone—boy or girl, young or old, man or woman. Some temptations are minor; others are more serious and may be harmful. Temptation is like a wedge. In the world of physics, it is one of the most powerful tools. Once you get the thin edge in an object, it is just a matter of force and time before the wedge is able to split apart the object—be it wood or even stone.

Temptation is able to break any resolve we may have or separate a relationship. Just as you and I are faced with temptation so was Jesus Christ. Immediately after his baptism by John the Holy Spirit descended upon Jesus and filled him. Then Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit to the wilderness where he spent forty days in fasting and prayer, preparing for his ministry. While he was in the wilderness, Luke tells us, the devil came to Jesus and tempted him.

Three times the devil tempted Jesus.

The first temptation was to turn stones into bread and satisfy any hunger he might have. Jesus answered this temptation by quoting the book of Deuteronomy, “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God.” (Deut. 8:3)

The devil responded with another temptation. “Worship me, and I will give you all the authority and splendor of all the kingdoms of the world.” Again Jesus quoted from the book of Deuteronomy, “Worship the Lord, your God, and serve him only.” (Deut. 6:13)

Again the devil responded with another temptation. Taking Jesus to the highest point of the temple in Jerusalem, the devil said, “Throw yourself down from here. For it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you. They will lift you up so you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” The devil, following Jesus’ example quoted from the book of Psalms. (Psalms 91:11, 12) Again Jesus quoted the writer of Deuteronomy, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Deut. 6:16)

Three times the devil tempted Jesus; first with the desire for food—“provide for yourself, turn these stones into bread”; second with the desire for power and success—“worship me and you can have the world and rule it”; and third with the desire for glory—“throw yourself down from here, the angels will protect you, you will not be hurt, the people will be dazzled and you will be in the spotlight.”  These temptation mirror for us the basic temptation faced by humanity. To give in to any one of them would be symptomatic of a lack of belief and trust in God by Jesus. What is it that is at the heart of each of them? To answer that we must look a little closer at what the devil said to Jesus.

During his conversation with Jesus, as he put before him two of the temptations, the devil said, “If you are the Son of God. . . .” Notice the word “if.” Satan did not say, “Since you are the Son of God. . . .” or “Because you are the Son of God. . . .” He said, “If. . . .” Satan is trying to make Jesus doubt who he is as he uses the word “if.”

Remember, Jesus has just heard God’s voice declare, “You are my beloved Son.” And now in the wilderness Satan says to Jesus, “You don’t believe that, do you? You’d better test it. If you are the Son of God, turn these stones into bread. If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here. Make God prove himself.”

Why did Satan raise this question of doubt? He wanted Jesus to doubt his identity, to doubt God. If he could get Jesus to do that, he would be able to do anything with Jesus.

Satan had used this same tactic before. In the third chapter of Genesis, Satan in the guise of a serpent says to Eve, “Did God really say. . . ?” And then when Eve told him what God had said, Satan replied, “Do you really believe God is good? He knows you will not die. He has told you not to eat from the one tree because the moment you do, you will be as wise as God. God is not your friend. He is holding out on you.” Adam and Eve listened to Satan and distrust grew and their relationship with God was broken. Their belief and trust in God was diminishing. 

 
Some of you may say this is only a story told to illustrate for us the brokenness in society and its origin. The devil doesn’t really exist. We put him in the same category of many of the antagonists of our fairy tales. By doing this we make evil more manageable and explainable. Evil can be overcome if we as individuals just try harder. Bad people like Hitler and Timothy McVeigh and the terrorists of September 11, if treated correctly with drugs and therapy, could be made right. 

Be truthful with yourself. Evil does exist. There is enough darkness in our world to justify evil’s existence. British journalist Malcolm Muggeridge converted to Christianity in mid-life after being an agnostic. He wrote, “Personally, I have found the Devil easier to believe in than God; for one thing, alas, I have had more to do with him.” I am here to tell you this morning that Satan and evil do exist. And Satan works hard to destroy the faith of a believer. Satan uses anything he can to make us doubt God and affect our trust in God negatively.


Satan uses doubt like a wedge to get into our minds and our thinking and destroy our belief and trust in God and Christ. Doubt is expressed today in the frequently heard expression, “I am not so sure.”

I used to think there was only one God and the only way to God was through Jesus Christ, but today in our pluralistic world when there are so many religions, I’m not

so sure.

I used to think the Ten Commandments were the best guidelines for our behavior, but I’m not so sure any more. There are so many situations and circumstances that can influence our decisions, I’m not so sure the commandments are so important now.

It used to be that the Bible was taken as truth, but I’m not so sure any more.

In the wilderness Jesus was wrestling with mistrust and doubt. Would he give into his doubts as Adam and Eve did?  We are faced with this same dilemma—will we give into our doubts and destroy our belief and trust in God?

Let’s look at how Jesus handled the seeds of doubt Satan tried to plant in his mind. First of all Jesus exercised the spiritual discipline of fasting—going without food while fervently praying to God. Fasting and prayer kept him spiritually strong and able to resist Satan’s tactics. You and I need spiritual strength to face our own doubts. You and I need the certainty Martin Luther had when he completed his explanation of the three articles of the Apostle’s Creed with the words, “This is most certainly true.”

Luther, like Jesus, handled his questions and doubts with prayer. Prayer is a wonderful gift from God. For a moment, recall with me when Jesus went to the garden to pray on the evening of his betrayal. He took his disciples with him and told them, “Pray that you will not fall into temptation.” The he drew apart from them to pray himself. When he went back to them, he found them sleeping. He asked them, “Why are you sleeping? Get up and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.” Jesus knew they would find the spiritual strength needed to resist temptation and the strength and will to believe if they would pray.

We need to pray too but sometimes we doubt that prayer will keep us strong. Sometimes it may seem as though our prayers go unheard, especially when we do not receive the answer we want. We are in the habit of telling God what we think is best or what we need and when God does not agree with us we think God has ignored us or turned a deaf ear toward us. What if we were to pray as Jesus taught us? Elizabeth Sherill reminds us that the prayer Jesus gave his disciples and us is divided into two parts. The first half begins with God’s all-sufficiency and the second half is devoted to our needs or problems.  She writes: “When I pray, I concentrate first on the greatness of God, on his all-sufficiency, asking for his kingdom to come, for his will to be done in every situation. Then when I lift up needs to God for myself and others, I trust God to handle them as God knows best.” To handle all the questions in our minds about God and Christ, we ought to pray daily by following Jesus’ pattern of first recognizing the all-sufficiency of God, of concentrating on the greatness of God and then asking that God to handle any temptation or doubt we may have with these words: “Lord, I believe, help my unbelief.”

Besides prayer Jesus used Scripture to combat the doubts Satan tried to plant in his mind. Another way for us to overcome our doubts and strengthen our belief and trust in God is to know the Bible as Jesus did so that we can use the Scriptures as he did. 

First of all we must know what the Bible is. It is not just another book. It is written by men but it is the word of God. In the Bible God reveals himself and his relationship to humanity. In the Bible God lives and speaks. His word is one of power and authority by which people find strength and hope to deal with all life’s ills and transgressions. The Bible has changed the lives and thinking of countless individuals over the centuries because they have found its teachings to be true and trustworthy.

After we accept the Bible as the true word of God, then we need to know it frontwards and backwards so that we can quote it as Jesus did. Although the Bible is the most widely published book and its sales top all other literary works, today people do not know the Bible. The time has come to return to a serious study of the Scripture as individuals and in study groups. The Bible should be the textbook of our lives—a book that we know so well we can quote it and use its truths to turn from doubt and strengthen our belief in God.

There is one more point that needs to be made this morning. We only know about the nature of Jesus’ struggle with the devil because he told his disciples about it. He was alone in the wilderness and had to at some point share the experience with his disciples.

We in the church are a fellowship of strugglers, all of us dealing with temptations, especially doubt and mistrust. We can share with each other our struggles and temptations and thereby seek encouragement and encourage each other to overcome as Jesus did.

In verse 13 Luke writes: when the devil had finished all this tempting he left him until an opportune time. These were not the only temptations Jesus would face—others would come, especially as he drew closer to Jerusalem for the final time and where he would give his life on the cross for you and me. Just as Jesus was tempted again and again, he knew we would continually face temptation. May we find in his Church, a brotherhood and sisterhood where struggles, temptations and doubts can be examined and faced together. 

During this Lenten season, I urge you to join a Bible study and set aside time each day to read and reflect on the Scriptures and pray for God’s help and direction as you wrestle with the questions that affect your belief and trust in God.
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