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In our study of the first temptation of our Lord, we discovered Jesus overcame the temptation to be a self-centered Messiah. That is to say, Jesus overcame the temptation to use His power and role as the Son of God for His own self-interest. And because He overcame this temptation, we too can overcome the ever-present lure to be a self-centered Christian. We learned to be a Christian instead means “to live no longer for ourselves, but for Him who died and rose again on our behalf” (II Corinthians 5:9-15). Self-centered religion evidences a lack of genuine spiritual life, no matter how religious one may appear. Despite its popularity, self-centered religion is to be discerned and overcome.
In the study of the second temptation, we learned Jesus was tempted by the devil to become the supreme ruler over all the kingdoms of this world, second only to the devil himself. Jesus was promised power and glory without any of the suffering that awaited Him by doing the will of God. All that was required was that Jesus worship the devil. To this, Jesus responded with a clear and undeniable rebuke of Satan, including another reference from Scripture: “You shall worship the LORD your God, and Him only you shall serve” (Deuteronomy 6:13). Those who belong to Christ are to overcome the temptation to form spiritual alliances with the kingdoms of this world. Our citizenship is in heaven from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:20). This means we are to derive our values and priorities from the kingdom of God, and not this present evil age. 
In today’s lesson, we learn of the devil’s temptation for Jesus to become part of the superficial religion of apostate Israel; a religion of external piety that lusted after the sensational in the form of miracles and signs. And we will discover how superficial religion has come to define American Christianity, and how we too, must overcome it. 

The Everyday Norm in Israel
The setting for our text is the temple at Jerusalem. It is there we are told the devil has brought Jesus, and “set Him on the pinnacle of the temple.” This is therefore a very religious setting. But it is a religious setting and environment over which the devil has been handed control. This is in keeping with one of the chief lessons of this wilderness study: the devil has his own brand of religion (II Corinthians 11:1-4, 12-15). The devil specializes in presenting a perversion of the truth as the genuine thing (Galatians 1:6-9). At the time of our text, Jerusalem was the seat of an apostate form of Judaism, as well as the center of all the political and civic activities of Israel. Jerusalem set the norm for religious activity. The people knew nothing other than that which had become normative to them, even if it was corrupt and demonic. 
Whereas God intended Jerusalem to be a shining city on a hill, a light to the nations, and the temple the place of His presence in this world, Jerusalem had instead degraded into a city filled with corruption, and the temple, a “den of thieves” (Luke 19:45-46). The popular religion was grounded in the vile hypocrisy of the Pharisees and scribes, while the Sadducees controlled the office of high priest and the day-to-day management of the temple. The temple worship had therefore degraded into a family-owned-and-operated profit center for the high priest. The whole scene was therefore more like a circus than a place of reverence and worship. 
The scribes exploited widows and robbed them of their estates (Luke 20:45-21:4), and the word of God had been set aside in favor of rabbinic tradition (Mark 7: 1-7). Aged parents in need were abandoned so that funds could be redirected to the religious leaders, and all in the name of God (v. 8-13). For the average Jew, this was norm of things. In spite of the corruption, the people honored the religious leaders with the chief seats in the synagogue and greetings of, “rabbi, rabbi” in the market places (Matthew 23:7). Those who did not comply with this religious order were deemed, “sinners.” In short, the religion of apostate Israel was merely superficial. 
During His ministry, Jesus repeatedly pronounced a curse upon it, saying, 
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and dish, that the outside of them may be clean also. Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness (Matthew 23:25-28). 
In today’s text, Jesus is being tempted to become part of this religious scene. The people had a penchant for the sensational and the spectacular, a lust for signs and wonders. And the devil is tempting Jesus to become just like them: “Prove yourself to be the Son of God by taking a Messianic leap from the temple,” this is the temptation. Instead of remaining a man uniquely set apart for the work of God, the temptation was for Jesus to adopt the same religious values as apostate Israel. And to add credibility, the devil quotes Scripture so as to imply God’s approval and authority. The devil is a theologian. The devil has an image of God he sells unwitting souls, and he will quote Scripture to do it. But the devil always quotes Scripture with a little twist; always out of context, and always in a way that distorts the image of God in Christ. In this case the devil is quoting Scripture to justify an absurd suggestion. 
The temptation to resort to the sensational as an alternative to genuine faith occurred throughout Jesus’ ministry. The religious authorities asked Jesus to perform a “sign” to prove He was the Messiah. But Jesus rebuked them, saying it was a wicked and adulteress generation that seeks after signs (Matthew 12:38-42;16:4). And when people did believe in Him because of the miracles He did, “He did not commit Himself to them, because He had no need that anyone should testify of man, for He knew what was in man” (John 2:23-25). For Jesus, such superficial religion was worthy only of a curse and of personal detachment. He wanted nothing to do with it. And neither should we in our day. Christians are a people set apart for the praises of God (I Peter 1:9-10), and we must have nothing to do with superficial, apostate religion. 
 But in the wilderness, there is something even more insidious underlying this temptation, and that is the temptation to abuse the faithfulness of God. By this I mean, the refusal to conform to God’s will and purposes, and yet expect His protection and provision. And Jesus responded to this temptation by quoting a text from the wilderness narrative of Israel, saying, “You shall not tempt the LORD, your God” (Deuteronomy 6:16). The context for this quote involves God’s command and warning to ancient Israel to fear the LORD, and not go after the other gods of the nations around them. Through Moses, God spoke to Israel saying, 
You shall diligently keep the commandments of the LORD your God, His testimonies, and His statutes which He has commanded you. And you shall do what is right and good in the sight of the LORD, that it may be well with you, and that you may go in and possess the good land of which the LORD swore to your fathers, to cast out all your enemies from before you, as the LORD has spoken (Deuteronomy 6:17-19). 
But Israel instead chose to respond to God as the pagans responded to their gods; they chose to test Him rather than trust Him. By this I mean, they chose to do as they wished, with whomever they wished, and whenever they wished, and yet demand God’s protection. 
Jeremiah records how the people of Israel would freely commit all sorts of sinful acts including burning incense to the pagan idol Baal, but then come to the temple with “lying words,” saying, 
“The temple of the LORD, 
the temple of the LORD, 
the temple of the LORD, are these” (Jeremiah 7:1-11). 
In other words, the people behaved like pagans, and then ran to the temple, and, like pagans, chanted a magical phrase thinking that the temple of the LORD itself would protect them in danger. To live a superficial faith is to live a lie. It is a pagan path. In practice, superficial faith is no faith at all. But oh, how popular superficial religion is today! And this despite the fact that James describes it as the faith of demons; meaning, a faith grounded upon a professed belief in God that does not change their nature (James 2:18-19). It is a religion of whitewashed tombs. Lifeless, cold, and useless to it adherents. It is all external. 
 The prophet Micah echoes the divine complaint against Israel, saying, 
Now hear this,
You heads of the house of Jacob
And rulers of the house of Israel,
Who abhor justice
And pervert all equity,
10 Who build up Zion with bloodshed
And Jerusalem with iniquity:
11 Her heads judge for a bribe,
Her priests teach for pay,
And her prophets divine for money.
Yet they lean on the Lord, and say,
“Is not the Lord among us?
No harm can come upon us” (Micah 3:8-11). 
This was the state of religion throughout most of Israel’s history: Do as you will, and God will rescue you from the consequences. This was the norm in Jerusalem. Lots of religious activity but no genuine righteousness and holiness. No wonder John declared, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come!” (Luke 3:7). At the end of His Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus warned those who focus on miracles and prophecies instead of internal transformation that He will reject them in the end, saying, “I never knew you, depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness” (Matthew 7:23). Superficial religion is popular precisely because it allows for a self-willed life to also maintain an air of religious credibility. 
But it is useless religion. It is a religion that offers only superficial answers to broken and hurting people. Jeremiah declared, “They have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, Saying, 'Peace, peace,' But there is no peace” (Jeremiah 6:14, NASB). They promised healing apart from any change of behavior. (Jeremiah 8:11-12; Ezekiel 13:10). If you are troubled; if you are hurting; if you are looking for help, you won’t find it within superficial religion. 

Much Like American Religion
Superficial religion defines most of evangelicalism in America. It is a superficial, empty shell of a religion that reinforces the cultural norms of moral decadence while assuring church goers they are safe because of their status as members. There is no healing because there is no genuine faith. I hear people all the time say they are so pleased because a friend or family member has come to church. No one asks if they have come to Christ! They expect church attendance to be something magical just as Israel did. Seminaries even train pastors in worldly marketing techniques designed to sell an unbelieving culture on church attendance. It was a lie in ancient Israel, and it is a lie today as well. 
I am not saying we should not welcome unbelievers into our gatherings. That would be absurd. But we have come to the point that we ought to wonder instead whether a genuine believer would be welcome in many churches. This is because evangelicals have abandoned the gospel in favor of entertainment and inspiration. I am saying that what people need is the change of heart only the Spirit can be about through the preaching of the gospel, not merely church attendance. Unbelievers ought to come into our churches and experience the Lord’s presence. When a church is mature and functioning, Paul said unbelievers would experience God when they came to church: “And thus the secrets of his heart are revealed; and so, falling down on his face, he will worship God and report that God is truly among you” (I Corinthians 14:25). In stark contrast, superficial religion provides a religious veneer, a way of looking like a Christian while one’s heart remains far from Christ. There is no life in it, but it is very “nice” and very marketable. And as I have pointed out, superficial religion has been around throughout redemptive history. 

Testing God in the Early Church
After Pentecost, the apostles went into the world to preach the good news of Christ and His kingdom. But it did not take long before the devil tempted the apostolic mission to return to the status quo. Certain “Christian” men from Jerusalem began to teach the new Gentile believers that they must be circumcised to be saved (Acts 15:1-2). This was a direct assault upon the gospel of grace. The devil was back. Indeed, the Bible teaches the devil knows his time is short, and he is enraged (Revelation 12:12). And the devil has never changed his agenda. He is the spiritual influence behind superficial religion. He could not enlist Jesus, so he turned his efforts upon the church. The temptation in the early church was to adopt a version of the gospel that would return the focus upon external Jewish identity markers, ceremonies and practices that produce an appearance of piety, but are “of no value against the indulgence of the flesh” Colossians 2:23). 
The first council of Jerusalem was held to decide this question as to whether Gentiles needed to adopt Jewish identity makers in order to be saved (Acts 15). At the conference, Peter defended the gospel of grace, citing how the Holy Spirit had been given to the Gentile believers, and how God had made no prior distinction between Jew or Gentile, “purifying their hearts by faith” (Acts 15:9). Peter questioned those who advocated a return to superficial religion, 
Now therefore, why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear? But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved in the same manner as they (15:10-11). 
Thanks be to God, the church council ruled against this false teaching. But the devil is relentless. He did not give up. The devil is constantly seeking to integrate his version of religion into the church. 
In his letter to the Corinthian church, the apostle Paul warns against Christians tempting the Lord. He points to the ancient people of God, and warned these Christians against repeating Israel’s folly. He writes, 
 Now these things became our examples, to the intent that we should not lust after evil things as they also lusted. 7 And do not become idolaters as were some of them. As it is written, “The people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to play.” 8 Nor let us commit sexual immorality, as some of them did, and in one day twenty-three thousand fell; 9 nor let us tempt Christ, as some of them also tempted, and were destroyed by serpents; 10 nor complain, as some of them also complained, and were destroyed by the destroyer. 11 Now all these things happened to them as examples, and they were written for our admonition, upon whom the ends of the ages have come (I Corinthians 10:1-5). 
The main point here is superficial religion is a form of idolatry. It allows for an appearance of godliness where in fact, none exists. And it is deadly. It is not to be trifled with, even though it remains the status quo for much of American evangelicalism. 
Listen to warning of the letter to the Hebrews, 
7 Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says:
“Today, if you will hear His voice,
8 Do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion,
In the day of trial in the wilderness,
9 Where your fathers tested Me, tried Me,
And saw My works forty years.
10 Therefore I was angry with that generation,
And said, ‘They always go astray in their heart,
And they have not known My ways.’
11 So I swore in My wrath,
‘They shall not enter My rest.’ ” (Hebrews 3:7-15). 
From this text it crystal clear that the central issue the state of the people’s heart. “They always go astray in their hearts.” People profess to know Christ, but they have no heart for Him; rather, they harden their hearts against Him, and always go astray from Him. They do not understand that the essence of the gospel is a new creation, brought about the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit through hearing of faith (II Corinthians 5:17; Galatians 3:2; 6:15). 

A Note on the Father’s Discipline
So, what happens if a child of God becomes ensnared in superficial religion? Does he or she lose their salvation? NO. What happens when any child acts in an undisciplined manner? A good parent exercises healthy, loving discipline. This is the case also for a child of God. The Father disciplines His children. The writer to the Hebrews tells all Christians,
5 And you have forgotten the exhortation which speaks to you as to sons:
“My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord,
Nor be discouraged when you are rebuked by Him;
6 For whom the Lord loves He chastens,
And scourges every son whom He receives.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]7 If you endure chastening, God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom a father does not chasten? 8 But if you are without chastening, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate and not sons. 9 Furthermore, we have had human fathers who corrected us, and we paid them respect. Shall we not much more readily be in subjection to the Father of spirits and live? 10 For they indeed for a few days chastened us as seemed best to them, but He for our profit, that we may be partakers of His holiness. 11 Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful; nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it (Hebrews 12:5-11). 
Now please be careful not to misapply this truth. Not every bad thing that happens to you is the Father’s discipline for some hidden sin. There has been a lot of spiritual abused leveled on this point. There is no need to get morbid. You know when you are acting in a manner that is wayward and destructive. The exhortation here is to recognize the consequences of your actions as the Father’s loving discipline. Those consequences may be painful, but not as painful as it would have become apart from the discipline. God’s discipline is loving, not punitive. He disciplines His children not to punish, but to draw us closer to Him, not to abandon or otherwise push us away. And He does so in order that we might share in His holiness. There is a world of difference between the godly sorrow for sin that leads to repentance and life, and the morbid worldly sorrow that produces only death (II Corinthians 7:8-12). Indeed, it is a wonderful thing to know God cares for you in such a manner as to even save you from yourself!

What is the Cure for Superficial Religion?
So, now that you understand the source and folly of superficial religion, how does one overcome it? Has God provided a cure for the hardness of heart underlying superficial religion? Can the chronic rebellion that Jeremiah called the “incurable wound” (Jeremiah 15:18; 30:12) be healed? The answer is “Yes!” God’s prescribed cure for superficial religion is found in the promises of the new covenant in Jeremiah 31:31-34, and Ezekiel 36:24-27. 
“To test God is to impugn God’s power and faithfulness to fulfill the covenant promises.”[footnoteRef:1] For under the new covenant, God promises to write the law not upon tablets of stone as under the old covenant, but upon the mind and hearts of His people. The “heart of stone” will be replaced with a “heart of flesh,” and the old nature of rebellion, replaced with a new nature of obedience. The new covenant is about deep, internal transformation. And this is accomplished by God placing His Spirit within His people. It is this new covenant that Jesus inaugurated in His coming, and sealed by His own blood, and the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost (Luke 22:19-20; Ephesians 1:13). Every Christian therefore is under the new covenant.  [1:  David E. Garland, “Luke” in the Exegetical Commentary of the New Testament, Clinton E. Arnold, gen. ed (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011), p. 183. ] 

This means that in Christ, the people of God are a new humanity—a new creation, birthed into being by the Spirit of God (Ephesians 2:1-10; 14-18; II Corinthians 5:17; John 1:12-13; 3:5-8). What is more, the new covenant is a person, not a document. The new covenant is the Lord Jesus Christ Himself (Isaiah 42:5-9; 49:8; Luke 2:32). Christ Himself is our new covenant. He Himself is “the Lord our Righteousness” (Jeremiah 23:6). And it is through union with Christ that we become like Him (I John 2:28-3:3); “partakers in the divine nature” (II Peter 1:4); conformed into His moral character (Romans 8:29). And while the Christian lives in a now and not yet state, meaning all that it means to be a child of God has not yet been realized, he or she is nonetheless a genuine new creation, a child of the Father in the now. 
What is more, the new covenant is an unconditional, eternal covenant (Jeremiah 32:40: Ezekiel 37:26; Hebrews 13:20). The new covenant is unbreakable. You can understand now why the gospel is indeed, good news! This is the Christian narrative. And if you are in Christ, this is your identity, purpose, and hope. 

A Covenant of Glorious Transformation 
The apostle Paul refers to he and his associates as, “ministers of the new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (II Corinthians 3:4-6). The new covenant is the covenant of the Spirit. He explains that the necessary transformation is not to be found in Moses and the law, but when one turns to the Lord, the veil that lies on the heart is taken away, and “we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” (II Corinthians 3:7-18). It is as we behold the glory of Christ that the Spirit transforms us into sharers in His glory. “For it is God who commanded light to shine out of darkness, who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (II Corinthians 4:6). Look to Christ, as He is revealed by the Spirit in the Scriptures, and in the genuine fellowship of the church, and be transformed. 
Earlier, I referred to how ancient Israel tempted God and were destroyed by serpents (I Corinthians 10: 9). The cure for these poisonous serpents came when Moses, responding to God’s instruction, fashioned a bronze serpent and lifted it up upon a pole, “and so it was, if a serpent had bitten anyone, when he looked at the bronze serpent, he lived” (Numbers 21:9). This narrative from Israel’s tragic history was used by Jesus in the Gospel of John to call those bitten by that old serpent of the garden with the deadly venom of sin, to look to Him and live. 
Our Lord said it this way: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:15). The cure for superficial religion is to look to Christ crucified on your behalf, and to look to Him alone. He is the new covenant; He is the lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world—including yours (John 1: 29); and it is He who baptizes in the Holy Spirit (John 1:33-34). Jesus came to purify for Himself a people from the inside-out. 
Paul says it this way, 
11 For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, 12 teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age, 13 looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 14 who gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works. 15 Speak these things, exhort, and rebuke with all authority. Let no one despise you (Titus 2:11-15).
Notice Paul says salvation involves the rejection of ungodliness and worldly lusts, and includes the grace necessary to live soberly, righteously, and godly. And when will this happen? In heaven only? No, now, in this present age. Jesus overcame the devil’s temptations in the wilderness in order to create a new humanity, like Him, in the now; a people marked out by God to be His special possession, a people within whom the image of God is restored in genuine righteousness and holiness. A people who overcome in this present age. 

Summary
In the wilderness, Jesus overcame the temptations to self-centered, worldly, and superficial religion. And those who are in Christ participate in His victory in and by the Spirit. To live the Christian life is “to walk as He walked” (I John 2:6), to be in this world as He was in this world (I John 4:17). In short, the Christian is life is to be like Jesus in thought, word, and character in the power of the Spirit through the Word. The Holy Spirit is given to the Christian in order that he or she may continue the work of the incarnation. This means every Christian is the devil’s worst nightmare. 
Therefore, the devil will never cease to seek to destroy the image of Christ in the world by seducing the church to adopt his version of Christianity; a religion focused upon the self, and not Christ; a religion focused upon worldly power and glory, not the kingdom of God; and a superficial religion devoid of genuine godliness, serving only as veneer for the works of the flesh. It is a sobering reality that the devil “transforms himself into an angel of light,” with his own counterfeit “Jesus” with his own “spirit,” and his own “gospel,” and his own army of false apostles masquerading as “ministers of righteousness” (II Corinthians 11:1-4, 12-15). It is critical then that the Christian exercise spiritual discernment and overcome the lure of this counterfeit. Jesus overcame it all, and therefore we can too. 
To him who overcomes I will grant to sit with Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My Father on His throne. He who has an ear, let him hear with the Spirit says to the churches (Revelation 3:21-22). 
AMEN. 
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