About Our Adversary #4

“The Craftiness of Satan”

selected Scriptures

At the climatic moment of the film, The Wizard of Oz, little Toto pulls the curtain back and the Great and Mighty Oz is exposed for the fraud he really was. By way of smoke and mirrors (not to mention a pretty sweet sound system for the late 1930s!) this ordinary man convinced others that he was greater than he was.

In a way, Satan has done the same. While he is powerful and intelligent, the Devil likes to intimidate humans by convincing them he is more powerful and intelligent than he really is. Since deception is Satan’s specialty, he tries to keep the truth about himself hidden. Even Bible-believing Christians who believe Satan exists are often misinformed as to his capabilities. Tonight I want to expose the craftiness of Satan through Scripture.

The Limits Put on Satan 

Let’s begin with the limits put on Satan. Earlier in this series we discovered that Satan is a created being, not possessing the qualities of God such as omniscience (all knowing) or omnipotence (all powerful). Satan would like for us to think that he is a rival to God but the truth is that he is subservient to God.

The first limitation to consider is that Satan cannot kill us. This may surprise some, since Jesus said in John 8:44, “You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” In John 10:10 He adds, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.” Peter writes in 1 Peter 5:8, “Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” What about Hebrews 2:14, which says, “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil”? Doesn’t that mean Satan has the power to kill?

No. As Philip Hughes explains, 

The power of death is held by the devil only in a secondary and not in an ultimate sense. Death is indeed the dark reality of his tyranny. But God is still supreme in his sovereignty…death is not a sphere that has broken loose from God’s command. On the contrary, Scripture clearly teaches that death, like all else, is under God’s control… The power of death wielded by the devil is not an absolute power; indeed, death is the sentence of God pronounced against man who sinfully has transferred his allegiance from his Creator to the creature and who in doing so has turned his back on God’s realm of life in favor of Satan’s realm of death. Death is the awful reality of divine judgment, not satanic victory.

Proof of this is seen in the book of Job. In the opening chapter we read in Job 1:8-12,

Then the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil.” 

“Does Job fear God for nothing?” Satan replied. “Have you not put a hedge around him and his household and everything he has? You have blessed the work of his hands, so that his flocks and herds are spread throughout the land. But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face.” 

The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, then, everything he has is in your hands, but on the man himself do not lay a finger.” Then Satan went out from the presence of the Lord. 

Notice that Satan can only do what God allows him to do. Job 2:3-6 continues,

Then the Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? There is no one on earth like him; he is blameless and upright, a man who fears God and shuns evil. And he still maintains his integrity, though you incited me against him to ruin him without any reason.” 

“Skin for skin!” Satan replied. “A man will give all he has for his own life. But stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face.” 

The Lord said to Satan, “Very well, then, he is in your hands; but you must spare his life.” 

Furthermore, Jesus said of Himself in John 10:16, “No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.” If Satan could have killed Jesus before the cross, he would have! He tried several on several occasions, but it was not Jesus’ time.

So in what sense is Satan a murderer, if he cannot kill anyone? He knows that the wages of sin is death. If he can entice us to sin, death is the result. This is how he holds the power of death in a secondary sense. He can prompt us to bring on our own death.

Yet this brings us to another limit: Satan cannot make us sin. Some of you may remember the character Geraldine from “The Flip Wilson Show,” whose favorite line was, “The Devil made me do it!” That line produced laughs, but contains no truth.

The Bible says in James 4:7, “Resist the devil and he will flee from you.” If that weren’t enough, we read in 1 Peter 5:9, “Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.” He cannot make us sin, and when we resist him, he must move on. 

Satan wants us to believe that he can make us sin so that we give in to his temptations. One of the Devil’s biggest lies when it comes to our behavior is that it’s not our fault. He doesn’t mind taking the blame himself, even though he doesn’t deserve it, because he knows that when we convince ourselves that our sin is not our fault, we have removed the only opportunity for overcoming it.

The Lies Propagated by Satan

Speaking of the devil’s lies, let’s move on to the lies propagated by Satan. We could spend an entire sermon—or a series of sermons—on the lies of Satan, so I am going to limit myself to the lies used in the first temptation as recorded in Genesis 3:1-5,

Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” 

“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 
Satan is not named in this passage, but the New Testament identifies the serpent as Satan in numerous places. The serpent was “more crafty” than any of the wild animals. The voice of the serpent was none other than Satan himself.

The first tactic the serpent used was doubt. Notice how he phrases it as a question: “Did God really say…?” He does not directly contradict the truth…yet. He knows that we would reject such a blatant lie, so he prepares the soil by sowing seeds of doubt. The serpent also twisted the words of God: “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” No, God did not say that. He said in Genesis 2:16-17, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” God gave Adam and Eve the freedom to eat from any tree in the Garden, except one. Satan took that single prohibition and made it a blanket statement. “God won’t let you do anything, will He?”

After planting the doubt, the serpent then goes for outright denial. “You will not surely die,” he says in verse 4. No word plays or subtlety here. God said, “You will surely die,” and the serpent says, “You will not surely die.” Ever since Satan has been denying the Word of God whenever possible, whether denying the divine inspiration of the Bible or denying the existence of truth itself. 

Then the serpent used deception against Eve. He said in verse 5, “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” Instead of an outright denial of God’s words, here the serpent tells the truth… with a twist. Genesis 3:7 records that the eyes of Adam and Eve were opened, but not in the way they thought! And they knew good and evil, whereas before they only knew what was good. Now they knew by experience what evil was, and would pay a terrible price.

I find it interesting how the words Genesis 3:6 parallel those of 1 John 2:16—”For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world” [nkjv]. Now read Genesis 3:6, “When the woman saw that the fruit was good for food”—the lust of the flesh—”and pleasing to the eyes”—the lust of the eyes—”and also desirable for gaining wisdom”—the pride of life.

In Matthew 4, Satan tempted Jesus with “the lust of the flesh”—turning stones to bread; “the lust of the eyes”—all the kingdoms of the world; and “the pride of life”—jumping off the Temple and make a spectacle of yourself.

The Lessons Presented about Satan 

Let’s turn to Matthew 4, where we see the lessons presented about Satan.

Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. After fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”

Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: “‘He will command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’”

Jesus answered him, “It is also 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. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.’”

Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him.

In this episode of Jesus’ life we learn several lessons about how Satan works against us and how we can stand up to him. 

In the first temptation, Satan attacks Jesus where He was most vulnerable at that time. Jesus had fasted forty days and nights, and was understandably hungry. The word “hungry” here could qualify for “Understatement of the Year.” Jesus was quite literally starving. 

Furthermore, Satan tempted Jesus to do something that was not in and of itself wrong. Jesus had multiplied bread and fish to feed hungry multitudes. There was nothing inherently wrong with Jesus performing a miracle to change stones into bread. The temptation lie in Jesus using His supernatural powers to satisfy His own desire. Jesus said, “No.”

In the second temptation, Satan used Scripture to lure Jesus into showing off. He accurately quoted Psalm 91:11-12 that promises God’s protection for His own. The twist was in appealing to pride by making a show in front of large crowds in order to promote Himself. Yes, God promises to protect, but that does not mean we foolishly put ourselves in harm’s way so God can get us out. (Maybe those snake handlers need to hear that!)

In the third temptation, Satan tried to dazzle Jesus into the most blatant sin of all: worshiping something other than God. I find it humorous that Satan offered Jesus what Jesus Himself had originally created! He also tempted to Jesus to get for Himself now illegitimately what He would eventually get legitimately later. Satan loves to play on our innate impatience to shortcut God’s plan. 

There you have it: Satan appealed to Jesus through the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the pride of life. Adam and Eve did not resist the temptation; Jesus resisted every time. 

He resisted every time using the same tactic. He said, “It is written…” For every trick and temptation of the Devil, Jesus had Scripture to counter it. Perhaps this is why Psalm 119:11 says, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” We would do well to follow that example.

In the end, Jesus told Satan, “Away from me!” He did not hang around to debate the Devil; He told Satan to get lost. I am not suggesting we take a flippant attitude toward Satan. Jude 8 warns against false teachers who “reject authority and slander celestial beings.” In verse 9 he writes, “But even the archangel Michael, when he was disputing with the devil about the body of Moses, did not dare to bring a slanderous accusation against him, but said, ‘The Lord rebuke you!’” Satan does not fear us, but he does fear God. So, as we saw earlier from the writings of James and Peter, we should resist the Devil. He will flee from us.

Don’t let Satan intimidate you into thinking he is greater than he is. Satan does not have the power to kill us, or even the power to make us sin. He can only tempt us to choose sin that leads to death. He tempts us to do his dirty work for him.

Don’t fall for Satan’s lies. He will use doubt, denial, and deception to tempt you to sin. He can even twist Scripture to allure us to do wrong. The only defense against Satan’s lies is God’s truth. We must immerse ourselves in the truth of God’s Word so that we can meet his lies head on. 

Satan’s playbook hasn’t changed. He is using the same strategies that he used in the Garden of Eden. Why? Because they have worked…well, all except that one time. We would do well to study that one time Satan was defeated by Jesus in the wilderness, just like a coach studies film of the game his upcoming opponent lost. Jesus provides us with lessons about Satan that we can use in our times of temptation.

Remember “greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world” (1 John 4:4). Satan is intelligent and powerful, just not as much as he wants us to believe. He can only do what God allows him to do, and he can only wreck havoc in our lives when we listen to him instead of listening to God.

� Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, A Commentary on the Epistle to the Hebrews, The New International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), 112.





PAGE  
4

