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Christ in Combat: Defense By the Spirit 

John Piper 

 

Luke 4: 1-14 

Jesus said in John 8: 44,  "The dev il was a m urderer  from  the beginning and 
has nothing to do with t he t ruth,  because there is no t ruth in h im ."  A 
murderer and a liar by natureÑ that 's Satan.  But  we don't  always see our  
enem y so clear ly. 

Last  Thursday Noel and I  took about  three hours of our day off v isit ing com puter st ores to 
find out  what  sort  of word processing possibilit ies we m ight  be able to afford.  We went  t o 
the library  and read the lat est  Consumer Reports and then went  to four st ores downtown. I t  
was an am azing exper ience. I  cam e hom e with a stack of literature and w it h m y m ind 
reeling. Here's what  I  learned. Com puters are like sex.  There is som ething in us that  they 
can hook and hold.  Com puters are like a rom ance or an epic or an adventure which has 
com e t rue before our  very eyes. They com bine m ystery and power and precision and 
beauty.  They are excit ing and new and with open-ended possibilit ies. Our culture is in for  
unim agined and ir reversible effect s from  the m icro- com puter revolut ion.  I  don't  doubt  t hat  
virt ually  everyone of us will have one at  hom e by 1994.  The uses will expand, the pr ices will 
fall and they w ill be as com m on as the t elephone. 

But  for now they are unusual and wonderfu l and so real in their  st rangeness. One of the 
effect s that  they can have on a Christ ian is to m ake us feel like spiritual th ings are very 
unreal and unexcit ing.  You can see a com puter,  you can handle a com puter,  a com puter  can 
give you immediate feedback and solutions;  they hold a powerful fascinat ion.  But  t he Bible 
speaks largely of unseen t hings;  th ings that  don't  force them selves onto our  senses;  t hings 
that  are som et im es far  away in t he past .  You all have had these experiences w it h som e new 
gadget  or toy or appliance.  How easy is it  to com e hom e with a bundle of colorful brochures 
about  word-processing and lay t hem  aside half- read in order  to enjoy the voice of God in 
Scripture? 

But  put  beside that  quest ion another one. I f you were laid low  by kidney failure and a 
congested heart  and were t old by t he doctors t hat  you have only  a few  days to live, would 
you want  your fam ily  to sit  by your bed and read to you from  the latest  system s 
developm ents of I BM,  or  from  the Bible? What  happens in t hose m inutes aft er  t he doctor  
walks out  of t he room  and leaves you with the im m inency of your own death? What  
happens t o the gr ipping fascinat ion of RAM, ROM, CPU, CP/ M, PC DOS, Profit  Plan,  Perfect  
Writ er  and t r i- color  m onitors? What  happens is t hat  here at  t he end of your journey through 
the valley of life the low- lying haze of the com puter  craze is blown away behind you and you 
stand perhaps for  the first  t im e before the lucid realit y of t he m ountains of eternity . You 
look back on the fog falling away in the valley and you wonder how you could have ever  
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been so ent ranced, so capt ivated,  so swallowed up by the m echanical funct ions of a m an-
m ade m achine.  You look at  the spectacular  peaks and awful ravines and unapproachable 
crags in the m ountains before you,  and you wonder how the m ystery  and power and beauty 
of this realit y could have been so insignificant  in your life. 

But  not  only  t he m ountains.  I n the short  distance that  rem ains between you and the 
foothills of eternit y  you look around on what  t he receding haze has exposed and see th is 
wor ld for  what  it  really is. On the one side t hick green grass and t rees w it h luscious fruit  
and crystal st ream s with dart ing f ish and over it  all a great  whit e dove,  hovering in m id-air. 
But  on the other  side,  a wasteland of sm oldering ashes and cracked riverbeds and half-
eaten corpses,  and in the m idst , a huge, gaunt , starving lion, crouched with h is shoulder 
blades prot ruding under the m angy fur and looking you right  in t he face. I n one 
im m easurable m om ent  you awaken to the awesom e fact  that  what  was really happening in 
the valley of life was a com bat  between t he life- giving dove and t he lion of dest ruct ion and 
your life was (and is)  t he issue. 

So th is m orning I  have com e to proclaim  to you that  whatever has ent ranced you or  
capt ivated you or  swallowed up your at t ent ion, it  is t he haze of il lusion,  if it  desensit izes you 
to the com bat  between t he Holy  Spir it  and Satan for your  life, and if  it  pert s your solem n 
at t ent ion from  the m ountains of eternit y just  ahead.  To help us see things like t hey really  
are, let 's look at  Chr ist  in com batÑ this week on the defense, next  week on the offense. 

I n Luke 3: 21-22 we have the record of Jesus' bapt ism  when he was thir ty  years old.  "Now 
when all t he people were bapt ized and when Jesus also had been bapt ized and was pray ing,  
the heaven was opened and the Holy  Spir it  descended on him  in bodily  form ,  as a dove, and 
a voice cam e from  heaven,  'Thou art  m y beloved Son;  w it h thee I  am  well pleased." '  When 
Jesus was bapt ized along wit h all t he repent ing people who wanted to be on God's side, it  
was as t hough the com m ander- in- chief had com e to t he front  lines,  fastened his bayonet ,  
st rapped on his helm et ,  and j um ped into the t rench along with t he rest  of us.  And when he 
did t hat ,  h is Father  in heaven, who had sent  h im  for  th is very com bat , signified with the 
appearance of a dove that  the Holy  Spirit  would be wit h him  in t he bat t les to com e. 

Then in 3: 23-38 Luke insert s t he genealogy of Jesus. Mat t hew records Jesus' genealogy at  
the very beginning of his gospel and takes it  back only  to Abraham . Luke,  however, records 
the genealogy here just  aft er the bapt ism  of Jesus (where he is announced as Son of God)  
and j ust  before the t em ptat ions of Jesus (where he is at tacked as the Son of God) ;  and 
Luke takes t he genealogy all the way back to Adam  (whom  he calls a son of God) .  This 
arrangem ent  is all very im portant  in com m unicat ing Luke's m essage about  Jesus.  I  t hink 
the m essage goes like t his:  Adam  had a unique relat ion of sonship to God in that  he was 
direct ly  created. But  Jesus has an even greater  unique relat ionship to God as the v irgin-
born div ine Son of the Most  High (1: 35) .  Adam  had a unique relat ion to hum anity  as the 
head from  which all of us cam e.  But  Jesus has an even greater  unique relat ion to a new 
hum anit y  which he creates and redeem s. Adam  was t em pted and failed,  bringing all of h is 
people into m isery.  Jesus is about  to be tem pted, but  w ill not  fail;  so he will br ing all of h is 
people t o vict ory.  By taking the genealogy of Jesus all t he way back to Adam  and m aking 
Adam  a son of God, and by insert ing th is genealogy between the announcem ent  of Jesus'  
sonship and the t est ing of Jesus' sonship,  Luke shows that  Jesus is like a new Adam , 
enter ing a new bat t le t o redeem  a new people. 

So when we read the account  of Jesus' tem ptat ions we m ust  realize how m uch is at  stake 
here.  I f he fails he will be in t he sam e class as t he old Adam  and t here will be no new 
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people,  t he lion will devour t he wor ld and all t he green grass and fruit  t rees and crystal 
st ream s and dar t ing fish will be burned up in the f ire of judgm ent .  But  if  Jesus succeeds in 
com bat  wit h the lion,  he will be able to liberate a new people who learn from  him  what  is 
t ruly real on Nicollet  Mall and what  is illusion,  a people who learn from  him  how to do bat t le 
with Satan and escape the fog of h is falsehoods,  and a people who will live with him  som e 
day in a world just  as securely renewed as t he base of Mt .  St .  Helens,  where the t rees are 
sprout ing and t he anim als are returning and the lakes are pure again. Here in Luke 4: 1-14 
in the wilderness beyond the Jordan our Com m ander- in-Chief,  f ight ing in a t rench j ust  like 
ours,  t urns back the enem y and teaches us how to do t he sam e. 

Let 's wat ch him  in act ion.  Luke 4: 1- 2 ,  "And Jesus,  full of t he Holy  Spir it ,  returned from  the 
Jordan and was led by the Spir it  for fort y  days in t he w ilderness, tem pted by t he devil.  And 
he ate nothing in t hose days."  Jesus is th ir ty  years old.  He has j ust  been acclaim ed by God 
to be his Son.  Three years of m ount ing conflict  lie before him  which he knows will end in h is 
torm ent  and execut ion.  How shall he begin? Verses 1 and 2 tell us four th ings. 1)  He begins 
full of the Holy  Spir it .  There is a great  m ystery here of how the persons of the Trinit y  int er-
relate.  But  t he least  we can say is that  the divine nature of Jesus did not  cancel out  h is 
hum an nature;  and therefore as a hum an in the t renches w it h us he availed him self of t he 
sam e power offered t o us in the Holy  Spirit .  He was f illed with t he love of his Father,  with 
the m arvel of his own m ission, and wit h the hope of h is own dest iny. 

2)  With that  fullness t he Holy  Spir it  led him  into solit ude for for ty  days.  He went  away from  
fam ily and friends and crowds and lived in the desert  for  for ty  days.  That 's alm ost  six  
weeks.  No radio. No t elev ision.  No com puters.  No billboards.  And this wasn't  the only  t im e:  
Luke 5: 16 shows that  other  t im es Jesus went  away alone.  I t  m ust  be t hat  preparat ion for 
m inist ry  dem ands signif icant  t im es of solit ude. We sim ply  can' t  m aintain a radical God-
centeredness under an unbroken barrage of hum an interact ion. The depth and value of 
what  you br ing in your  heart  t o other people w ill depend on what  you do with your solitude. 

I  regard Sunday m orning from  8: 30 t o 12: 15 as the m ost  im portant  hours of m y life.  The 
m ain purpose of m y life can be defeated or  fulfilled by whether  or  not  I  com e to t hese hours 
in the power of t he Holy Spirit  and wit h the anoint ing of God.  And so woe t o m e if  t here is 
no w ilderness of solitude on Saturday. Except  for unusual cr ises m ost  of Fr iday and all day 
Saturday are given to solitude t o prepare for Sunday's m inist ry of t he Word. And Saturday 
night  is especially  sacred to m e.  I  urge all of you t o find a pat t ern of personal solit ude. 

3)  Dur ing these for ty  days of solitude Jesus did not  eat  anything.  He fasted.  Why? The eart h 
is t he Lord's and t he fullness thereof.  God richly furnishes us wit h everything to enj oy!  ( 1 
Tim . 4: 17) .  Why should the per fect  Son of God go without? To dem onst rate t hat  he was not  
enslaved by anything but  God.  Your spir itual power w ill be weakened t o the degree that  you 
can' t  say no to your bodily  appet it es. Physical appet it es are not  evil ( Jesus was hungry! ) . 
But  when they usurp t he ru le in your body your spiritual power will decline.  Paul said in 1 
Cor.  9: 27,  " I  pom m el m y body and subdue it ,  lest  aft er  preaching to others I  m yself should 
be disqualif ied."  For  fort y  days Jesus pom m eled his body to cer t ify  and dem onst rate t hat  his 
appet it e for  food and for  sex gave no foothold to Satan in h is life;  for he was m astered by a 
superior  appet it e for  God.  "My food is t o do the will of him  who sent  m e"  ( John 4: 34) .  This 
is what  it  m eans t o be f illed w ith t he SpiritÑ to be so fu ll of God and his purposes t hat  food,  
even aft er  for ty  days of fast ing,  does not  cont rol us.  Paul said ( in Eph.  5: 18) ,  "Do not  be 
drunk with wine É  but  be f illed with t he Spirit "  ( see Luke 1: 15) .  Conquer your  physical 
addict ions with spiritual addict ions.  No other  way w ill bear  long- t erm  fru it .  Drive the dem on 
of glut tony out  t he front  door and seven m ore w ill com e in the back unless you f ill your  
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house w ith the Holy  Spir it .  Jesus was full from  the start  and no dem on ever had a t oehold in 
his m arvelous life of discip line. 

4)  Not ice that  verse two says Jesus was t em pted by t he devilÑ not  just  at  the end of t he 
fort y days but  during them , too.  "É  for fort y  days in t he w ilderness,  t em pted by t he dev il. "  
For  for ty  days Chr ist  was in com bat  with t he enem y,  defending him self in t he power of the 
Holy Spirit  against  t he fiery dart s of self-pity  and loneliness and fear and the pain of h is 
fast ing and the awful t em ptat ion of m urm ur against  God like I srael did in the w ilderness. 

You can count  on it .  When you have opened yourself t o the fullness of God's Spirit  and have 
discip lined yourself to sim plicity  and self-denial and have resolved to give yourself to the 
liberat ing work of the gospelÑ you w ill be at tacked by the gaunt  lion of dest ruct ion day in 
and day out . 

Luke gives us three exam ples of the t em ptat ions Satan threw at  Jesus.  First ,  in verse 3 he 
says,  " I f  you are t he Son of God,  com m and t his stone to becom e bread."  Then in verses 5-7 
Satan shows him  all the k ingdom s of the world and says,  "To you I  will give all t his 
author it y and their  glory;  for  it  has been delivered to m e and I  give it  t o whom  I  w ill.  I f you, 
then,  will worship m e, it  shall all be yours."  Finally,  in verses 9-11,  Satan took Jesus t o the 
pinnacle of the t em ple and said,  " I f  you are the Son of God,  throw yourself down from  here;  
for it  is w rit t en,  'He will give his angels charge of you' and 'On their  hands t hey will bear  you 
up, lest  you st rike your foot  against  a stone." ' 

These t em ptat ions are am azingly relevant  for  Am er ican Christ ianity . Satan sk ips over 
adult ery , fornicat ion,  st ealing,  lying, m urderÑ those t em ptat ions are too obv ious.  Those are 
the gam es t hat  sub-devils p lay w ith weak saint s. Jesus is no fall guy.  When Satan m eans 
business with a st rong saint  he st icks w ith religion and he m akes the Bible his t extbook.  See 
if  t his doesn't  sound contem porary. " I f you are a child of God,  why are you living like a 
pauper? I f  you are a child of t he king,  why don't  you live like a prince? The children of the 
king don't  eat  casseroles,  they eat  st eak.  The children of t he king don' t  drive second- hand 
clunkers,  they dr ive new cars.  The children of the k ing don' t  shop at  Rag Stock, they shop 
on the Mall.  The children of t he king don't  t hrow  their  lives away in Liberia or  Cam eroon or 
Ecuador or  Japan,  liv ing on a shoest ring, building no reserves.  I f  you are a child of the k ing,  
claim  your b lessings. God has prom ised to send his angels to m ake you healthy,  wealthy 
and prosperous. Throw yourself into t hese blessings.  The best  t est im ony you can be to your 
status as an heir  of God is to be wealthy and have the best  of everything."  

I f  only we today could see this new "gospel"  as a species of Satan's t em ptat ion to Jesus.  
Satan had one aim  in the w ilderness:  t o do whatever  he could t o keep Jesus from  suffer ing.  
He was w illing t o let  Jesus have all t he glory  and authority  of a wor ld ruler if  he j ust  
wouldn't  gain it  through suffering. He was eager to let  Jesus use his d iv ine power if  he 
would just  use it  to relieve his suffer ing.  He was willing to let  all the worshipers in Jerusalem  
see and acknow ledge his divine sonship if only  t he angels of God would keep Jesus from  
suffering. 

Do you rem em ber when Jesus said t o the disciples that  he had t o go up t o Jerusalem  and 
suffer  and be killed,  and Peter  said,  "God forbid,  Lord"? Jesus responded t o Peter,  "Get  
behind m e,  Satan!  You are a hindrance to m e"  ( Mt . 16: 23) .  Satan's aim  in t he w ilderness 
was to h inder Jesus from  suffer ing.  Because the suffering and death of Jesus m eant  t he final 
dest ruct ion of Satan and the salvat ion of you and m e.  And Satan's aim  in t his church today 
is to h inder you from  follow ing Jesus when he says, " I f  anyone would com e aft er m e, let  
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him  deny him self and take up his cross daily  and follow m e ( in t he path of suffering) "  (Luke 
9: 23) . 

People som et im es ask why if Satan is real we don't  see m ore dem on possession and 
exorcism s in Am er ica. I  have an idea.  Satan holds Am erican Chr ist ianity  so t ight ly  in the 
vice-gr ip of com for t  and wealth t hat  he's not  about  to t ip his hand w ith t oo m uch dem onic 
tom foolery.  What  Satan fears m ost  in this church is an outpour ing of the Holy  Spir it  t hat  
causes us to say w ith Paul,  " I  count  everything as refuse that  I  m ight  gain Chr ist  É  that  I  
m ight  know the power of h is resurrect ion and the fellowship of his sufferings,  becom ing like 
him  in his death."  

Lest  t here be som e m isunderstanding,  let 's go back t o the hospital bed. The shocking news 
of your im m inent  death has caused t he haze of t he com puter craze to clear.  The m ountains 
of eternity  lie before you. The dove hovers over  the grass and t rees and st ream s on the 
right ,  and t he lion of dest ruct ion crouches in the wasteland on the left .  Do not  th ink that  if  
you are filled with the Spir it  your  call is to sit  under the fru it  t rees with your  feet  in the 
water.  Nothing would please the lion m ore. No.  Those who are touched by t he dove and 
filled w it h the Spir it ,  take heart  from  the taste of paradise,  but  then t hey turn to the 
wasteland of t he wor ld and follow Christ . 


