Sermon for February 22, 2026         Matthew 4:1-11             “Not Quite Irresistible”
	Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.

	          In the mid 1980’s, your pastor was doing graduate school in Ohio, working in a busy restaurant, and finding his way after music school but before seminary. One thing he was not doing was concentrating on rock and roll, much less British stuff from across the pond. Yet here we are, forty years later, and a chart-topper by the elegant Brit Robert Palmer is leading us into Lent. Palmer had a handful of well- known hits, and today, with slight modifications, we will be using the very popular song Simply Irresistible. 
	          We are using this intriguing matrix today because, as always, we encounter the text on the first Sunday of Lent that involves Jesus being tempted in the desert by Satan. Jesus is spiritually strong but physically weakened, and the Old Snake makes his moves, three moves, three seemingly irresistible temptations, and yet Jesus finds them not quite irresistible. These three, by the way, are meta-temptations; large organizing categories of the stuff we all face every minute of every day. In years past I have styled these three as Provisioning – taking care of your bodily needs; Pomp, thinking more highly of yourself than is actually true, and Power, pushing things, aggregating things, not out of need but out of continually challenging one’s limits, seeing what you can get away with. We all face temptation of these three kinds and we can learn from this story how to overcome them to our benefit. Let’s hear some of Mr. Palmer’s iconic lyrics, as sung by Jesus, in reference, not to a screen full of hot nubile women, but to Satan:
How can it be permissible? He compromised my principle, his kind of love is mythical, he's anything but typical, He's a craze you'd endorse, He's a powerful force. You're obliged to conform when there's no other course; he used to look good to me                but now I find him simply irresistible… simply irresistible…
	          Jesus, we hear ya. After forty days without food, trying to tempt you with hunger seems a low blow. How can it be permissible? He compromised my principle. That is absolutely what evil is always about, trying to get us to compromise our principles. And if, God forbid, we have grown up in this modern age where principles are slippery and relativistic and undeserving of the name, it is easy to see why evil gets its way so very often in our world. His kind of love is mythical, oh, yes, that is for sure. Evil is often seductive, promising love, but that love is a myth, an illusion. Love radiates from God, not from evil, and yet, He's anything but typical; He's a craze you'd endorse, He's a powerful force. It seems this is mostly true. I cannot be an ostrich with my head in the sand and pretend that evil is not endorsed by many, and becomes more powerful with each endorsement, but my life experience and yours still holds out for a more excellent way, a more supreme power, the power of Love that we find perfectly expressed in Jesus. You're obliged to conform when there's no other course he used to look good to me but now I find him Simply irresistible… Simply irresistible…Tempted by satisfying his bodily hungers, Jesus deflects, not obliged to conform because he knows there is another course, and so he expands his view, and says that there is more to being nourished than just bread. What for most of us would indeed be simply irresistible is not the case when we embrace Jesus’ broader perspective on the hungers of life. 
	          The next temptation experienced by Jesus is the temptation to Pomp, to developing and maintaining the big head, the self-inflated ego. We need to stray from the course of the song a wee bit, but a few lines later the clear call to self-aggrandizement rings right out: He's unavoidable I'm backed against the wall He gives me feelings like I never felt before…and there it is, evil fomenting and encouraging feelings that we’ve never felt before, feelings of power and worth and strength all out of proportion to reality. An easy example: we have gone through a seemingly endless sequence of mass shootings in our country, and all of them have the shooter yielding to the common temptation to be more powerful, stronger, God-like in choosing death for some and life for others. These assassins are persuaded that these slaughters are for the good, but evil always lies in that way. As Robert Palmer sings it, I'm breaking promises; He's breaking every law. Hmmm…there are currently world leaders all over the globe that many of us would describe as evil, and a commonality among them is their disregard for law. Putting oneself above the law is pomp, friends, pure and simple. His methods are inscrutable, the proof is irrefutable, he used to look good to me but now I find him simply irresistible…simply irresistible…the reason that the temptation to pomp is not quite irresistible is the fallacy we have just heard, that the methods of evil are inscrutable, as in not able to be understood. And while we often shake our heads about why certain evils prevail, how anybody could be deluded in such tragic ways, we find our answer in that head-shaking, because people with a natural sense of self, an accurate self-understanding do not succumb to the temptation of self-inflation. The methods are not inscrutable, friends. For just as the temptation to over-provision our bodily needs is most tempting to the undernourished, likewise the temptation to pompous self-regard is most tempting to the insecure, the immature, the wounded ones who have chosen the role of victim in life.
	          We conclude with the most chilling words in the entire song: His loving is so powerful, It's simply unavoidable, the trend is irreversible, the devil is invincible; He's a natural law and he leaves me in awe, he deserves the applause I surrender because I find him simply irresistible…simply irresistible.  Lies, lies, and more lies, my friends. There is no such thing as powerful love flowing from evil. You would sooner have boiling water flowing out of an Antarctic spring that you would find love flowing out of evil. Gang members all over the world fall for this, thinking they will find acceptance and respect and even love within the gang. But those promises are never fulfilled. And what about It's simply unavoidable? Not even remotely true. I am not the most moral man God ever made and yet I have never taken a life, never assaulted a child, never extorted money, never blackmailed…evil is avoidable, folks, and especially so when we have such a clear role model and example as Jesus Christ. Which brings us to the trend is irreversible, the devil is invincible. If that were true, why are we here? If the trend towards evil really is irreversible, we Christinas have been wasting our time for thousands of years. If the devil is invincible then Easter is rubbish, the gospel is useless. Yet the depth of our understanding refutes these claims and holds that evil in absolutely reversible, and that the devil has already been thrashed. He's a natural law and he leaves me in awe, he deserves the applause I surrender because I find him simply irresistible…simply irresistible. Is evil a natural law, or is it an aberration, a departure from the designs of God? Is choosing evil thoughts and evil deeds unavoidable? Does the devil deserve the applause? Does evil leave us in awe? I am loathe to put words in your mouths but I suspect that the last four questions would all be answered with a resounding NO! The truth in which we have been raised is monumentally different than the clever poetry of chart-topping rock and roll hits. And so I wish for us clarity of thought and confidence of heart. There is a lot of temptation in our world, and evil is thriving. But simply irresistible? I think not. Amen.

