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“This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased.” That is really how this story of the temptation of Jesus begins. It begins with those sweet words spoken by that heavenly voice at Jesus’ baptism. This is my Son – the one dripping wet at the feet of John, the child of Mary, the adopted son of Joseph. This is the Son whom I love, the Son who pleases me, the Son upon whom the Spirit descends. “This is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased.” What a glorious moment for Jesus, a watershed moment (no pun intended) in his life and ministry. In that moment the heavens opened to him and the voice spoke of him, and the Spirit descended on him and his identity was confirmed. And then the Spirit led him, not to some joyful baptismal dinner with family and friends, but into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. Welcome to the ministry, beloved Son! 


Had the text said that the Spirit led him into the wilderness to fast and pray and there the devil found him, we might be a little more comfortable with it. The wilderness is a good place to get away from all the distractions of the world; rocks, dirt and scrub grass offer little distraction from contemplation of the Lord. And fasting, as we are reminded on the beginning of our journey through Lent, is a noble discipline, intentionally depriving the flesh of its fuel so that we may more willingly obey the Spirit and more zealously serve God.
 To go into the wilderness to fast and pray as Jesus did, as saints have done across the ages, is a holy exercise in preparation for holy service. We can imagine Jesus fasting and praying for those forty days until, in a moment of weakness when the Spirit of the Lord was otherwise occupied, the devil slipped in furtively to tempt him. But the text says that facing the tempter is the purpose of Jesus’ presence there in the wilderness. With his baptized head still damp and the Lord’s voice still ringing sweetly in he ears, he is led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted. Why so?

Several years ago Wilkes O’Brien was walking in the mountains of North Carolina when suddenly he heard a high-pitched scream that sounded like a woman in distress. As he moved toward the sound it stopped, and then suddenly resounded through the mountains again. He could see nothing in the valley below, but looking up he saw a young eagle dropping from the sky and screaming at the top of its little lungs. Soon an adult eagle swooped down and caught it on its back, flew high into the sky, and then dropped the young eaglet once again. This was repeated several times – with the young eaglet screaming at each drop – until the fledgling found its wings, stopped screaming and flew off on its own.


Is that what this temptation was about – the fledgling being tested, trying out his wings under the power of the Spirit? The Greek word for tempt also means test. Was this temptation a divine test for the Son of God? If you are the Son of God – those are the first words of the tempter, recalling the words of that heavenly voice at Jesus’ baptism, raising the question of his identity – if you are who God says you are, if you dare to believe that what God says is true, if you are the Son of God, then prove it! 


You haven’t eaten for forty days; you’re famished, 

turn these stones into bread.

You claim to be Son of God, the one whom angels will protect,

then throw yourself from the pinnacle of the temple.

You could be ruler of all the kingdoms of the world; it’s all yours, 

just fall down and worship me.

Those are the temptations – to satisfy mortal hunger with divine power, to use divine power to prove divine identity, to receive mortal power at the cost of divine disobedience. Those are the tests – for Jesus and for us.


No heavenly voice may have proclaimed you Son (or Daughter) of God at your baptism, but you pray “Our Father who art in heaven…” and call Jesus friend and brother as well as Lord. The temptations lurk for you in whatever wilderness you wander, even if you’ve ventured only as far as Walmart. There are things you want, things for which you hunger, things the world tells you that you need, that you’ve earned – what will you do to get them? Esau surrendered his birthright for a bowl of soup. The Israelites denounced God. How far will you go to satisfy your hunger for earthly things? How far will you go to prove that you are somebody in the world? What sacrifices will you make to impress others, to get their attention, to garner their praise? What power tempts you – is it wealth or fame or control over others? What deals with the devil would you make to grab the bait dangled before you, to scratch your idolatrous itch now? Someone has described us as “crock-pot Christians in a microwave world.” Temptations abound in this 21st century, high-speed, fast-food world! We want instant gratification for all our hungers! In moments of weakness when we are famished, in moments of self-righteous pride when we feel good about ourselves, in unexpected moments – there lurks the tempter.

At the conclusion of Luke’s account of this event, the tempter slinks away, departing from Jesus “until an opportune time”, which is to say, he’ll be back. In The Passion of the Christ, Mel Gibson chooses to portray this devil as an androgynous figure in hooded black – a cross between the Ghost of Christmas Future haunting Scrooge and He Who Shall Not Be Named (Lord Voldemorte) confronting Harry Potter.
 He is there not only to tempt Jesus in the wilderness, but also to try him in the Garden of Gethsemane, to incite the Temple officials and stir the crowd in Jerusalem, to drive Judas to suicide, to encourage doubt, despair, deception and conflict at every turn. You will find him lurking today
in the seats of power and the bleachers of ballfields, 


in offices on Wall Street and in shops on Main Street, 



in the halls of schools and homes and churches alike – 
wherever three or two or even one is gathered, the tempter is there, looking to exploit any weakness, whispering suggestions: 

you deserve it, 


you ought to get even, 



just try it you’ll like it,





you’re only human. 
It is the seductive voice that offers justifications for greed and torture and cheating and lies. It is the hand that pats you on the back and guides you down crooked paths. How tempting it is to give in to the tempter!


Jesus refused to give in. He resisted the temptation and rejected the tempter, recalling God’s word for him and for us:

You do not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from 

the mouth of God.


Do not put the Lord your God to the test.


Worship the Lord your God and serve only him.

These were the words of Scripture, words from the Torah in Deuteronomy, words that Jesus recalled and claimed and proclaimed in response to the tests of the devil. Away with you Satan! Away with your tests! Away with your temptations! Away with your offers of bread and prestige and power! I am a child of God, and I will have no other gods but the Lord! 

Jesus’ response is the model for our response to the temptations set before us. We are children of God who live by more than bread, who test the Lord at our peril, who worship the Lord and serve no other. In whatever wilderness we find ourselves, Jesus’ response should be our response to the very real temptations that entice us. He calls us to resist the tempter and shows us how – by remaining faithful to who God calls us to be! That is who we resist temptation! Yet one more word needs to be said, and that is that sometimes we are not those tempted; we are the tempters. We may tempt others to walk away from God’s faithful paths, or we may even be those tempting Jesus!

Some years ago Isaac Bruce played in the Super Bowl. A week before the game, he was involved in a horrible auto accident. Police officers at the scene said they’d rarely seen a car so crushed. Yet, Bruce and his girlfriend walked away from the accident needing barely a Band-Aid. A week later, Isaac Bruce was playing in the Super Bowl. The day after his accident all-pro linebacker Derrick Thomas was in a crash in which his car flipped. The car was not badly damaged, but Thomas’ best friend was killed and Derrick Thomas was carried away in an ambulance without feeling in his legs. A week later he was still paralyzed from the chest down. Columnist Rick Reilly asked Isaac Bruce, “Do you ever think about Derrick Thomas and wonder, ‘That could be me’?” “No, not at all,” he responded, “because as I was flipping, I threw my hands off the wheel and called Jesus’ name.” “Does that mean God doesn’t’ love Derrick Thomas?” Reilly asked. “Oh, no,” Bruce replied. “I don’t know what Derrick said as his car was flipping.”


If you are the Son of God, then take the wheel and save me! Isn’t that the temptation we are prone to offer Jesus? If you are the Son of God, then do your God thing – tell me what to do with my life, show me a way out of this mess, give me the answer I need, save my life, do something extraordinary! Then my faith will be secure, then I will obey your commands, then I will believe. If you are the Son of God, then prove it to me! How tempting it is to be the tempter, to lay before Jesus the challenge to prove himself to us in order that we can benefit. 

To the tempters and the tempted alike, Jesus offers the same response, the same words that burned in his memory and leapt from his lips even in his weakest wilderness hour:


You do not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from 

the mouth of God.


Do not put the Lord your God to the test.


Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.

Remember those words. Practice those words. Whatever test or trial or temptation may come your way – however tempting it might be – remember those words! Before you tempt someone else to go astray or lay some test at Jesus’ feet to secure your faithfulness, remember those words, for they are words given by God, spoken by Jesus, inspired by the Spirit and given to us so that we might stand toe to toe with the devil, look him in the eye, and boldly bid him, “Away with you! I am a child of God and a disciple of Jesus Christ! Be gone!” Amen
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