
In the Way of Temptation
First Sunday of Lent - Year C - 03/10/2019

Psalm Reading: 91:1-2,9-16
1st Reading: Romans 10:8b-13, 2nd: Luke 4:1-13

So Jesus has just been baptized by John. Our reading from 
Luke tells us that he is led by the Spirit into the wilderness. 
What the Bible refers to as “the wilderness” would be a barren 
area where the land is not cultivated and there would be few, if
any, people around. The wilderness can be an attractive place, 
in that it is a region where the rest of humanity does not 
intrude. But the very fact that humanity is absent creates 
problems for we humans. This wilderness where Jesus is led by 
the Spirit, then, is a place devoid of the comforts of home and 
the standards of civilization. There would be no houses, no 
wells, no restaurants, no roadside inns. Worse yet, is what it 
might have: predators like lions and wild dogs. And if there are 
humans to be met they would likely be pariahs, robbers and 
killers. The wilderness is an uncomfortable place to be. (NIV, 
Luke 4:1) And I don’t think that we are making too many 
assumptions by also thinking that Jesus is making this trip to 
the wilderness alone.

As if all this is not bad enough, it would seem Jesus goes 
out to the wilderness for the express purpose of being tempted
by the devil. And who is this devil? We think of the devil as the 
personification of evil. This person has been portrayed in the 
Bible as a kind of accuser or adversary or tester. In the book of 
Job it is the devil who afflicts Job with sores, destroys his family 
and his property. He puts Job to the test and brings the 
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evidence before God. As we shall see this would seem to be the
same purpose the devil serves here. The idea may be to tempt 
Jesus to sin, getting him to deny his mission in the world.

In the midst of this anxiety producing environment, we are
told that Jesus fasts for forty days. And it will not surprise you 
to find out that Jesus is hungry. Now, this hunger should clue 
you in to something interesting. Jesus is subject to the same 
needs and desires as are all we humans. Yes, Jesus is divine, but
here and now, in the wilderness, and throughout his time 
walking with the apostles among the Jews and the Romans, he 
is also fully human. This means that when he does not eat, he 
gets that same gnawing in the belly that we do. When he feels 
an itch, there is a need to scratch. When he is in danger, he 
experiences fear. When he is insulted, he feels slighted. When 
there is an opportunity to swat an arrogant Sadducee upside 
the head he might want to take it.

You know we often approach this story of the temptation 
of Jesus as though his resistance to the devil’s offers and 
blandishments is a foregone conclusion. But we have to realize 
that the force of the temptation when it happens is as powerful
as if it were offered to you or I right at this moment. Imagine if 
someone walked up to you and offered you a billion dollars, a 
free hand in world politics, and a plate of cinnamon buns, if 
only you would deny your faith in Jesus Christ … just this 
once! ... and makes this offer after you have been fasting for a 
few weeks. (v.2) Some, though I am sure no one in this room, 
would do it just for the cinnamon buns.

So the first suggestion made to Christ by the devil is not a 
meager one. The devil says to him, “If you are the Son of God, 
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tell this stone to become bread.” (v.3) Of course, Jesus could 
easily do this, even without the suggestion of the devil. And I 
think this highlights one of the main functions of the devil. The 
devil’s purpose is not necessarily do anything, just to suggest an
idea so that it works on a person’s resistance. But the devil is 
working on Jesus here at two levels. First, there is that hunger 
in his gut, which is, often, enough to motivate most of us to 
action. But it goes to a deeper level that has to do with just 
what Jesus was doing here on earth in the first place. Jesus was 
here to be an example to all humanity, to bring the word of 
God, and to be human so that he could be the sacrifice for the 
sins of all humanity. Changing a rock into a loaf of bread is 
something a divine being, really only God, could do. So, if he 
goes by the devil’s suggestion, that is not very human-like is it? 
And then consider that Jesus is the suffering servant. He is here 
for others not himself. Yes, he works miracles during his short 
career, but he does not do these miracles to benefit himself, 
but for the benefit of others. So the devil is asking Jesus to do 
something wrong. He is asking Jesus to disobey God. Which is 
what? … a sin.

So Jesus answers the devil, “It is written: ‘Man shall not 
live on bread alone.’” (v.4) And Jesus is quoting scripture here. 
(Deut. 8:3) This answer is a bit cryptic, I think. Wrapped up 
within it is the idea that Jesus is not going to risk his mission in 
the world by succumbing to his physical yearnings. I can just see
the devil snapping his fingers and saying to himself, “Darn...I 
thought I might catch him with that deceptive appeal to his 
gut.”
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So the devil moves on to temptation number two. He 
takes Jesus up to “a high place and shows him in an instant all 
the kingdoms of the world.” Then he tells Jesus, “If you worship
me, it will all be yours.” (v.7) And you know this offer is more 
than looking at the earth on Google maps and saying, “yup, you
can have this territory.” It is also about the glory and power and
prestige that go along with it. It is about knowing that every 
human being will be subject to your rules. So, the devil offers all
of this power to Jesus. And again, this is something Jesus could 
simply take for himself. So even though the devil says it is his to
give, in truth, the devil’s offer is not in the way of doing 
anything for Jesus, only making Jesus, in his humanity, aware of
what he himself in his own divinity can do.

Jesus refuses by quoting scripture, “It is written: ‘Worship 
the Lord your God and serve him only.’” Jesus knows that by 
taking on the mantle of divinity for his own sake, for his own 
desires and comforts, is disobedience to God. It is him forsaking
his mission in the world. So the devil snaps his fingers again and
is surely thinking, “Darn, Jesus didn’t fall for the old worldly 
power trick...I am not sure forty days of discomfort in the 
wilderness was enough...well, I have one more trick up my 
sleeve.”

Now the devil whisks Jesus to the “highest point of the 
temple.” And we can imagine the perch there to be somewhat 
precarious. Perhaps Jesus, in his humanity, feels the sudden 
fear of falling. The devil is triggering that old fight or flight 
response, making Jesus feel he needs to make a snap decision. 
And just to make his next suggestion a little more credible, the 
devil attempts to add some reasonableness and authority to his
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suggestion. You will hardly believe the underhandedness of his 
play, he quotes scripture! He tells Jesus he can release his fear 
and throw himself from the high point of the temple because as
Jesus is the son of God, God will “command his angels 
concerning you to guard you carefully; they will lift you up in 
their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a 
stone.” You may recognized this quote from our responsorial 
psalm. There is comfort in it for us, but the devil uses it to give 
Jesus a little shove.

In other words, with Jesus looking at the marble paving 
slabs in the temple court, the devil wants Jesus to evoke his 
Godly powers for his own benefit to save himself in this 
situation.

Through all of this I think the devil is also playing to the 
vanity and pride that the humanness in Jesus is subject to. The 
temptation has not just been to alleviate Jesus’ hunger, not just
to give him power, not just to relieve an immediate peril, but 
more, to goad Jesus into wanting to prove that he is indeed the 
son of God. Notice, that twice the devil has said, “If you are the 
son of God” then do this or that. (v. 3,9) Wouldn’t that make 
you want to say, “All right, well I’ll show you who I really am.” 
But Jesus does not fall for any of this. He simply responds with 
another scripture. “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”

But I am of three minds about his response. At first blush it
is a retort to the devil saying “Hey, I won’t jump, because I am 
not going to put God to the test by seeing if the Lord really does
send some angels to keep me from going splat on the 
pavement.” Then I thought that in choosing to quote this 
passage that Jesus was telling the devil that Jesus is one with 
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God, and the devil should not be testing him! Well, that may be
right, too, but then I thought, maybe what this is really all 
about is Jesus reflecting on his mission in the world which is to 
bring the New Covenant to humanity, and to do this he must be
pure and not succumb to the temptation to use his divine 
powers for his own benefit, but only for the benefit of others. 
Jesus himself would surely be testing God’s indulgence in him 
as the son of God if he were to jeopardize his mission. You 
know, there is huge depth in the Bible, and this may be about 
all three meanings. 

Now I see the devil once again snapping his fingers and 
maybe pounding his fist in his hands. “Darn, Darn, Darn” and at 
this point he gives up trying. He knows he has failed. So the 
devil leaves Jesus. But there is the ominous note that the great 
tempter will return at an opportune time.

One thing about Jesus in this story is that he carries 
himself with confidence. He seems never to doubt himself in 
spite of the feelings that must have been welling up inside of 
him. I think this is because Jesus is secure in who he is. The 
devil could not sway Jesus because Jesus knew that he was the 
son of God. And you know when we face temptation in this 
world, (and we all know that there are temptations out there) 
we need to face them with the same knowledge that we are 
children of God, we should be secure in who we are. We know 
God’s mission for us in the world and we know God’s rules for 
us and we simply need to follow those rules. I know that is 
harder than it sounds, but it might be easier if we remember 
that when we succumb to the temptation to sin, whatever the 
sin, we are hurting ourselves both physically and spiritually.
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And there is another big take away from this story. Jesus 
was put in the way of temptation. He was led there by the Spirit
for a purpose. But we ourselves are weak and the Spirit is not 
going to lead us into temptation. Truthfully, it is not the Spirit, 
the devil, or random chance that puts us in the position to sin 
but it is often we ourselves who put ourselves in the way of 
temptation. When we do so, we set ourselves up for failure. In 
fact, we commit a sin when we do so. We should avoid 
situations where we know we are prone to weakness. 

So, my friends, the Devil tempted Jesus, and Jesus did not 
sin. This is key in our theology, because we believe that Jesus 
was the one true, unblemished sacrifice for us when he died 
upon the cross, so that our sins would be forgiven. My friends, 
it is the Lenten season. It is a time for preparation, prayer and 
contemplation of our own sins and mortality in anticipation of 
Easter.

So I ask you to bow your heads and pray with me…
Eternal God, you sent your Son to be our redeemer and 

you allowed the devil to tempt him so that we might know that 
he is sinless. We are made in your image, Lord, and Jesus was 
sent to renew that image in the world. Let us follow his 
example and resist temptation. Give us strength and courage 
and love in the coming days. Lord, you are our God and we are 
your people.

ἀμἠν
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