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Divinity and Temptation – “Filled with the Holy Spirit”


Today’s gospel passage begins by quickly telling us that Jesus returned from his baptism by John in the Jordan, filled with the Holy Spirit. In other gospel accounts, we hear of the Spirit descending on Jesus at his baptism, but this idea of Jesus himself personally being filled with the Holy Spirit is unique to Luke. Jesus, Luke says, was literally led by the Spirit into the desert where he was tempted by the Devil! What an unusual juxtaposition of images – Spirit and Devil vying for the soul of Jesus! 

This divine-human person, Jesus, has just been baptized and has made his commitment to walk the path that God has called him to, to become fully the person he is meant to be, and the Spirit is plunging him into a place where he will face severe temptation – temptation to follow his own lights, to explore his own power, and to choose to do things his way! The temptations in the wilderness amount to Satan testing Jesus’ self-understanding in the light of his divine power. And Satan is offering him opportunities to show forth his power, to place himself in a commanding position for his ministry to succeed, reassuring him that God would certainly support him in his campaign to bring God’s reign to prominence in Israel. But Jesus’ self-understanding is different. The divine-human Jesus is fasting in the wilderness  specifically in order  to hear clearly the voice of God as he begins his work. He is there if you will to solidify ethically what he will do in his ministry – to wrap his head around the power he is called to exercise, the person he is called to be. 

Temptations, I think we all know, take many forms. Sometimes they arise in a dramatic way, but often they do not. In any case, they almost always seem reasonable, and often seem like minor compromises. 

I am reminded of one of my favorite films of all time – A Man For All Seasons, the story of the conflict in Henry the VIII’s England when the king insisted that all of the important people in his government must sign a document saying that his marriage to Catherine of Aragon was not legitimate in the eyes of God. In this drama, Sir Thomas More, a scholar and lawyer who was serving as Chancellor of England, declares his loyalty to the king, but says he cannot in conscience sign the document. He is about to be executed for treason, and is prevailed upon by his good friend, the Duke of Norfolk, to save himself. Norfolk pleads with More, saying, “Oh, confound all this I’m not a scholar. I don’t know whether the marriage was lawful or not, but dammit, Thomas, look at these names. Why can’t you do as I did, and come along with us for fellowship’s sake?”
To which More replied, “And when we die, and you are sent to heaven for doing according to your conscience, and I am sent to hell for not doing according to mine, will you come along with me for fellowship’s sake?”

For Jesus, and Robert, Duke of Norfolk, and Thomas More, and all of us who are baptized and filled with the Holy Spirit, the task is the same – to decide in conscience what it means to be a Spirit-filled son or daughter of God in our own unique circumstances. To be Spirit-filled means to be conscious of our own share in the work of the divine. We must understand ourselves to be made in the divine image, and called to serve God’s reign as best we can when making our decisions. We, like Jesus, are repeatedly approached to become other than who we were put on earth to be. Jesus had to decide how to be Jesus, and we have the same decision to make concerning ourselves!

We know that Jesus left the desert having successfully overcome the temptations to compromise on how to use his power, and having set and strengthened his identity as Spirit-filled Son of God as he began his ministry. His trials of course were far from over, but his compass was set. During this time of Lent, may we take the time and energy to re-set our compasses as well.

I invite your thoughts and comments.
