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 Facing Temptations 

 Matthew 4:1-11 

 

 We come tonight to begin a journey - a uniquely Christian journey - the journey of Lent.  A 

journey that calls us to reflection and repentance as we walk this journey with Jesus remembering, 

learning and growing as disciples.  Along the way through these 40 days we discover that this journey 

is hard and requires sacrifice for it leads to the cross.   The journey requires us to go to places of 

discovery, realization and awakening as we sit at Jesus’ feet and learn what it means to be a disciple of 

Christ.  And so it seems fitting to begin our journey where Jesus began his ministry - in the wilderness.   

 Scripture teaches us that following Jesus’ baptism the Spirit of God descended on Jesus like a 

dove and a voice from heaven was heard saying “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well 

pleased.”  And the very next thing we are told is that Jesus was led by the spirit into the wilderness.  

 Think about that a minute.  Jesus saw the heavens open.  He saw the Spirit of God descend like 

a dove and felt that spirit touch him.  He heard God claim him as his son.  We can only imagine what 

Jesus must have felt in that moment.  The sense of joy and happiness and peace.  And then.....Jesus was 

led by the Spirit into the wilderness for one purpose - to be tempted by the devil.  And that is where we 

find ourselves this night.  In the wilderness.  In the wilderness we are forced to live off the land - to use 

our survival skills.  To return to nature and a dependance on God.  We remember that the wilderness is 

a place where we wander and sometimes get lost finding ourselves lonely and afraid.  The wilderness 

is a place where we are tested and challenged so that we can learn who we are and what really matters 

for our survival.  For it is in the wilderness that we learn how to face temptation head on.     

 And that is what happened for Jesus in the wilderness.  But Jesus does not face temptation 

alone for Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness.  This means that although we think of him 

being alone in the wilderness he was not.  The Spirit was always with him just as the Spirit is present 
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with us this night and throughout our journey. 

 Once in the wilderness Jesus fasted for 40 days and 40 nights. And as we would expect he 

found himself hungry.  My friends, most of us complain when we have to fast overnight to get blood 

work done!  We do not like to be hungry for we become weak and shaky, unsure of ourselves and 

needy.  Our thoughts turn to ourselves and survival.   

 This is not the first time in scripture that we find people wandering in the wilderness and 

finding themselves hungry.  It is actually a theme we see over and over again.  The Israelites wandered 

in the wilderness for 40 years. And we remember that they started complaining after only three days in 

the wilderness without water.  And it actually took about the same time - 45 days to be exact for them 

to start complaining to Moses about being hungry.    

 And so we find ourselves with Jesus tonight at the beginning of Lent in the wilderness, hungry 

and needy.  Prime targets for the tempter. 

 The tempter appeared out of nowhere and said “If you are the Son of God, command these 

stones to become loaves of bread.”  Note the first word - if - if you are the Son of God.  If what God 

said is true and you are his son surely you have the power to take care of this problem.  You can make 

these stones become bread and then you will have something to eat.  You won’t have to be hungry 

anymore.  The first temptation Jesus faced was to think first about his own needs.  Jesus’ response was 

“One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  Jesus 

recognized that there was more to think about than his own needs.  There was a broader story at work 

in the world.  As a matter of fact his response tells us he was remembering God’s words from the 

Exodus wilderness stories. 

 Do you remember the story of the manna from heaven from Exodus?  God provided manna but 

there were specific instructions related to the gathering of the manna.  As a matter of fact God said “I 

will test them, whether they will follow my instructions or not.” (Ex. 16:4) Some did and others did not.  
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But God provided what they needed - and what God provided was just enough for each person.  

 When this story is recounted in the book of Deuteronomy in chapter 8 God said  

 “Remember the long way that the Lord your God has led you  

 these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you,  

 testing you to know what was in your heart,  

 whether or not you would keep his commandments.   

 He humbled you by letting you hunger,  

 then by feeding you with manna,  

 with which neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted,  

in order to make you understand that one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes from the mouth of the Lord.” (Deuteronomy 8:2-3)  

 The first temptation was ultimately about obedience - obedience to self or to God?  Would 

Jesus be concerned only about his own survival or would Jesus pour out his life for all?  Would he put 

others needs before his own?  We face that same choice every day.  Are our thoughts and actions 

centered on our own survival, our own world, our own little piece of this earth or are our concerns for 

all God’s children - for the larger community.  Will we be other centered or self-centered?  We know 

what God commands....and we know what Jesus chose.  

 The second temptation had to do with testing God’s power. The devil took Jesus to the Holy 

City Jerusalem and took him to the highest point - the top of the Temple and goaded Jesus by quoting 

scripture to him - Psalm 91 - a scripture about God’s protection.  The devil was saying if you are the 

Son of God surely if you jump God will send his angels to swoop down out of the sky like batman to 

the rescue.  But Jesus responded with these words “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”   

 Words again grounded in the Exodus experience.  For throughout the journey in the wilderness 

the people of Israel tested God.  Remember how just after the provision of manna and quail the 
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Israelites journeyed to Rephidim only to discover there was no water there.  They quarreled with 

Moses and demanded water wishing they had stayed in captivity in Egypt where there was water and 

food.   Moses turned to God for help.  God led Moses to the rock at Horeb and told Moses to strike the 

rock and water would appear.  And it did.  Moses named the place Massah meaning test for the people 

had tested God and God had provided.  This event was remembered in the book of Deuteronomy 

chapter 6 with these words “Do not put the Lord your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.” 

(6:16)   

 Jesus did not need to test God’s power for Jesus knew and trusted God’s power.  You test 

something to see if it is true - because you are not sure of it - because you doubt that it is true.  How do 

we test God?  Do we test God by pushing the limits of his commandments?  By demanding that God 

provide for our every need?  Do we test God by eating too much or drinking too much, driving too fast 

or doing things we shouldn’t do?  Do we think if God loves me God will take care of me even when I 

don’t take care of myself?  Friends, this is the height of arrogance.  When we test God we are implying 

that we know more than God.  We are not to put God to the test for when we do we are revealing a 

lack of trust in God’s power and might to provide. Do we trust God and if not what is keeping us from 

trusting God completely?  What are our fears and apprehensions that keep us from placing our faith in 

his love and grace? 

 The third temptation was also about power and control.  This time the tempter took Jesus up on 

the high mountain where he could see everything below.  The devil offered Jesus all he could see - all 

the kingdoms of the world - with only one requirement - If you fall down and worship me. Jesus knew 

immediately this was not possible.  For God had commanded again from the commandments found in 

the law of Moses and the book of Deuteronomy “Worship the Lord your God and serve only him.” 

Jesus would become Lord of all the kingdoms of the world, but not by falling down before the devil 

and worshiping him, but by being nailed to a cross.    
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 Tom Long in his commentary on Matthew says “Indeed, this temptation may best be 

understood as the enticement to achieve the destination of his ministry without undergoing the 

sacrificial journey, to claim the victory without enduring the struggle....”Why not abbreviate the 

story?” entices the devil.  “Why not cut out the suffering and the painful parts and get right on to the 

victory?  Just bow down and worship me, and you can have what you seek on the spot, today.” 

(Westminster Bible Companion, Matthew, Thomas Long, p. 39) 

 We face the same temptations when we allow our love of  money or desire for power to 

consume us and draw us away from our commitment to God.  When we bow down to our nation or our 

race or our families or societies expectations believing they can provide us with fulfillment instead of 

worshiping God.  For my friends, bowing to these pressures might be easier than standing up for our 

faith but it is through the struggle - through the journey to the cross - that we become who God wants 

us to be.  It was through the struggle in the wilderness that the Israelites learned what it meant to be 

God’s people - how to be the community of faith.  It was as the disciples experienced the pain and 

horror of the crucifixion and came to understand that that was not the end of the story that they found 

the strength to proclaim the good news and share the gospel creating a movement that would change 

the world.  My friends, as we begin this journey placing God first in our lives is where we must start - 

worshiping the Lord our God and serving only him.  

 But to begin the journey we must face our temptations. For only when we face them head-on 

will we find the power that Jesus found when faced with temptations.  And my friends, the place to 

start is by naming those temptations.  Identifying them for what they are - the things that separate us 

from God.  And so this night we have come to do just that.  To face our temptations and to give them 

to God believing that God has the power to turn them to ashes, to cleanse our souls and to lead us out 

of the wilderness into a new life in his presence.   


