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There is real drama in this morning’s biblical passages.  We have dueling prophets in Jeremiah and the confrontation between Jesus and the devil in the wilderness.  Both scenes involve temptations that are still with us today.

Let’s begin with prophetic shoot-out between Jeremiah and Hananiah.  Jeremiah begins by speaking a word from the Lord calling on the Hebrew people who have been increasingly sinful to repentance. God has tried to guide them to faithfulness, providing the covenant and the law, sending prophets, all to no avail. The issues are laid out in a temple sermon recorded in chapter 7.  The people are not acting justly.  They are tolerating an increasing gap between rich and poor. They are oppressing the aliens, widows and orphans in their midst, and worshiping of other gods.  The word from God is that God will not dwell with the people in Jerusalem and will not be with them as they worship in the temple if they continue to be unfaithful.  But the people did not believe that God would destroy the holy city of Jerusalem and its temple that had been protected so many times in the past.   

The people are being tempted to follow the ways of social oppression, the concentration of wealth and idolatry.  They are being led astray by false prophets who preach these values and who include the rituals of other religions in their worship.  

Once again God makes it clear that worship, even the finest of sacrifices, is no substitute for faithfulness.  But the people do not listen or obey.  God says, “Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, make offerings to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come and stand before me in this house, which is called by my name, and say, ‘We are safe!’ – only to go on doing all these abominations?” (7:9,10)  Jeremiah delivers God’s demand that the people turn from their ways or they will be destroyed, along with the temple and Jerusalem itself.

When Jeremiah first speaks, God is still hoping that the people will listen and change their sinful ways.  If they do, God promises to change the decision to bring about a disaster for the people and for the holy city.  But the people do not return to faithfulness, and God keeps the divine promise.  Less than a decade later, the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem and took much of its leadership and the temple treasury into exile to serve the king in Babylon.  

At this point, the prophetic conversation turns to the meaning of the exile.   Jeremiah says that the domination by Babylon is God’s will as punishment for their sinfulness, and that resistance to their exile is resistance to God.  But there are elements among the people who call for rebellion against Babylon, and there are prophets who claim that this is God’s will.

Hananiah is one of these prophets.  Hananiah first declares that God has broken the yoke of Babylon over Israel.   He goes on to say that within two years, the former King of Israel, the people who have been taken into exile and all the treasures of the temple will be returned to Jerusalem.  The people have been tempted to turn to other gods and now they are being tempted by a prophet claiming to speak God’s words who tells them that they do not have to repent and change their ways.

The formal similarity between the words and actions of these two prophets presents a classic conflict between contradictory visions of what God intends for God’s people.  So how are the audiences that hear the prophecies to decide which is true and which false? 

How do we make judgments about false and true preaching today?  The text refers back to Micah and looks at what is consistent with his words.  Consistency of values and norms is certainly one way to judge.  God has not changed how God wants us to treat each other, and God has always demanded exclusive worship.   Look at tendency to speak out of self-interest.  But in the end, history is the final judge of who has been telling the truth.

Jeremiah 29 contains a letter from Jeremiah to the exiles in Babylon.  He tells them to accept their exile, to settle into life in Babylon and to work for the wholeness of the entire community.  He once again warns the people not to listen to false prophets.  The people should accept their punishment at the hands of a just God.  They should resist the temptation to false optimism looking for a quick return to Jerusalem.

But the message is not one of passivity.  In exile, as in every time, there is work to be done for God.  “Seek the welfare (wholeness) of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”  (Jer. 29:1-7)  Even as they love Jerusalem and ache to return, they are told to learn to love the scene of their captivity, to pray for their place of exile, to seek the peace of their new city.
Over and over, there is a divine charge to work and pray for the well being of all, and especially of those least well off in the society.  This reflects God’s will for shalom {wholeness} for the whole creation, and in particular for the human community.  God intends that the just peace of shalom should be the goal of our life together.  In Jeremiah, God tells the people that only when the entire community was whole could the Hebrews be whole.  That included even their enemies, the people who had defeated them and held them in captivity.  One group cannot have shalom at the expense of other groups in the community.  Only a commitment to the common good of all fulfills God’s desire.

A central issue that joins our two sets of passages is the temptation to idolatry, to worship gods of culture by following the values of the culture and the status quo rather than the values of God.

In Matthew’s story of temptation, he personalizes the power of evil and sets up a dialog between Jesus and the devil representing contrasting sets of values and expectations for Jesus as the Messiah.  While I do not believe in a personalized devil, I very much believe in the power of demonic forces that influence us. There are very real powers of evil that are beyond individual actions.  Racism, for example, has a power beyond the prejudices and actions of people who espouse white supremacy.  There is a systemic power in our cultural reality that carries the privileges and burdens of our racial divide regardless of the beliefs of the individuals who are acting in that reality.

The setting for this dialog of temptations was brought alive for those of us who traveled to Israel and Palestine last month.  Our Bethlehem partnership group traveled from Tiberius on the Sea of Galilee south to Jericho and then on to Bethlehem.  Along the way we stopped at a site known as the Mount of Temptation.  It represents the kind of desert in which Jesus fasted for 40 days and was tempted by the Devil.  It is an incredibly desolate and barren landscape that goes on for mile after mile along this route.  It is really hard to imagine someone surviving for so long in any way, much less while fasting.

In Matthew, Jesus’ fast strengthens him to face the temptations of the devil.  The devil does not dispute that Jesus is the Son of God, but he tries to change the meaning of that reality from the path that Jesus is set to follow.  Many people expected the return of a royal Davidic Messiah who would defeat the Roman occupiers militarily and reestablish the kingdom of Israel, and the devil tempts Jesus to take this route.  To each of the temptations, Jesus replies with a quote from Deuteronomy. (8:3, 6:16, 13)

The devil first suggests that Jesus turn multiple stones into loaves of bread.  It does not look like he is trying to get Jesus to just feed himself, but rather to feel everyone, which is not a temptation to do evil.  It is clear that Jesus understands the importance of people having food, and in other settings he is not opposed to feeding miracles.  But the devil’s command would meet the expectation of the coming of a messiah who is a conqueror seeking political power.  That is not the path Jesus has chosen.  

Next, the Devil moves to the big stage.  He takes Jesus to the pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem, and suggests that he throw himself down knowing that angels will protect him.  Again, this kind of sensational demonstration of his powers and relationship to God represent a very different kind of messiah than Jesus intends to be.  He is not opposed to the care of angels, since he is fed by angels at the end of the passage and his walking on water for the disciples displays just this kind of power. But Jesus chooses to use this demonstration to strengthen the faith of his disciples rather than to put on a grand show for everyone.

Finally, Jesus is shown “all the kingdoms of the world.”  Here he is explicitly asked to take total political power over them all.  On the one hand, having Jesus rule all the nations of the earth could inaugurate a universal reign of peace and justice, and isn’t that a good thing?  The problem is, of course, that Jesus would have to worship the demonic forces of the world which would lead to a very different outcome.

M. Eugene Boring suggests that this final temptation is for Jesus to “(T)o assume the role presently played by the Roman emperor... The devil’s command challenges Jesus to accept the status quo of the rebellious state of the world, to acknowledge that selfishness and practical atheism prevail, and to fit in with it.” (New Interpreter’s Bible, VIII, p. 164) This is the same temptation that Hananiah puts forward, just accept the ways of the world as they now exist.
This is the temptation we still face today, to live by other values than those God calls us to live by. We choose to be driven by greed.   We pretend to be self-sufficient and live as if all that matters is what happens to us.  We act in ways that preserve or enhance our wealth, status, and security and show indifference to the poor and those at the margins.

There are huge racial and economic disparities in our communities.  In 2010 the average unemployment rate for whites was 6.4% while for African Americans it was 22%.  This is one of the greatest levels of employment disparity in the nation.  A recent Pew Research Center report finds that the median white household has a net worth of $113,149, 20 times more than the median black household, at $5,667, and 18 times more than the median Hispanic household, at $6,325.  These levels of disparity reflect much more than individual differences in talent and work ethic.  They reflect the demonic power of racism in our society that affects everything we do.

Overall poverty is dramatically on the rise in Minnesota as well.  We have dropped out of our traditional place among the best 10 states with the lowest percentage of our population living in poverty. Our poverty growth rate from 1999 to 2009 was fourth highest in the nation (only Mississippi, Georgia and South Dakota got poorer faster). In just one year, from 2008 to 2009, we added 57,000 people (the population of Woodbury) to the official poverty ranks, leaving some 563,000 Minnesotans, or about 11 percent of our population, in that category.  (A Minnesota Without Poverty)
The gap between rich and poor is also rising.  In 2011, the top 10 percent of households in Minnesota are projected to have about 45 percent of the state's total personal income, while the bottom 10 percent will have less than 1 percent of income.

We know that all of this is wrong, but the temptation to let it continue to be that way is strong. Fixing these huge moral problems might cost us time and energy if we volunteer as a mentor for a child in the Northside Achievement Zone or one of the many other worthy efforts to help individuals and communities. It might cost us money in higher taxes if we choose to work on public policy initiatives focused on reducing poverty and public disparities.  It might just conflict with our political philosophy.

My hope is that none of us will want to join Hananiah and the Devil in seeking to keep things the way they are.  Let us be guided by the divine commitment to the vital moral value of the common good for all as our goal and as the guide for our active lives in our communities.  Let us “Seek the welfare of the city (and broader communities) where I have sent you…and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”  Thanks be to God.
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