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“For 40 days he was tempted”
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"Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in
the wilderness."
I want you to picture the Texas Hill Country in your mind. Everybody got an image?
Now, take away all the wildflowers. And take away any trees. And take away all the grass.
And cover the hills with about a gazillion of these rocks. That's what the Judean wilderness is
like. The wilderness in Israel is a rugged desert about 30 miles long by 15 miles across. It's
made up of rugged hills that are covered with nothing except for millions and millions of these
rugged rocks as far as the eye can see.
It is here during 40 days in the rocky barren wilderness, that Jesus is tempted by the
devil. Now, when I see illustrations of this story, they usually show Jesus very calm and
collected. Jesus often has his hand up, as if to say, "It ain't no big thing. What you're saying is
no big deal. Your temptations are easy to resist." But that's a false picture. Because temptations
that are easy to resist are not really temptations. When the devil comes to Jesus, it's not pee-wee
league tee-ball. This is a real major league contest.
Here's the problem we often have. We forget that Jesus is fully divine and fully
human. We usually stray too far to the one side or the other. You often hear people stressing the
human side too much: "Jesus, well he was a great moral teacher, but the Son of God? Give me a
break."
But in the church, we often have the opposite problem, especially when we're dealing
with things like the Temptation of Jesus. We might think, "Well, since Jesus is the divine Son of
God, since he is God, then these kinds of temptations are no problem. They would barely be a
blip on his radar screen. He has such a God-like sense of things that such lowly human
temptations wouldn't concern him at all."
It's important for us to remember that Jesus is encountering these temptations as a real
human being. Otherwise, it wouldn't do us much good to reflect on them this morning. If Jesus
had magic power to resist temptation simply because he was divine, then it wouldn't help us
regular human beings at all. We have to remember that Jesus is fully tempted as a real human.
This humanity of Jesus is so important, I want to make sure we understand it. The
classic text on temptation is from Hebrews:
"We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin."1
Tested as we are. In every way. In every respect. Yet without sin. In other words,
without betraying the will of God. Tempted, and yet choosing God's way every time.
Hebrews also says, "Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to
help those who are being tested."2
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Jesus can help us precisely because he was like us. He was tempted. He was tested.
Therefore, we can look to him for an example of how to remain faithful to God in the midst of
the temptations we face.
Now let's look at those temptations specifically. Luke tells us that following his
baptism, Jesus is being tempted in the wilderness for 40 days. And at the end of 40 days, when
he's at his weakest point, that's when the devil steps up the attack. Luke says, "Jesus ate nothing
at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. The devil said to him, 'If
you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.'"3
Notice the challenge. "If you are the Son of God." That's a common tactic. Plant the
seed of doubt. It's also rather in your face. "Are you really God's Son?" But the primary attack
comes in the second part.
Turn these stones into bread. Satisfy your hunger instantly. Satisfy your desires just
by speaking the word. But there's more to this temptation than just satisfying hunger.
The devil tempts Jesus with instant gratification. And, the devil tempts Jesus to use
his power for his own personal gain. You can have exactly what you want when you want it.
You've got the power. Use it.
I don't have to spend too long on the parallels for us. In our culture instant
gratification, abusing power, and taking shortcuts for our own personal gain are very common
temptations. As 21st century Americans, we are always being tempted with satisfying our
physical needs in as quick and convenient a way as possible. So it's helpful to look at Jesus'
response. Jesus answered him, "It is written, 'One does not live by bread alone.' "4
Notice two things here. #1 Jesus responds to the devil by quoting scripture, in this
case Deuteronomy. "It is written." Jesus appeals to God's word in scripture for guidance.
#2 Notice what he quotes. "One does not live by bread alone." Bread is good. Food
is good thing. Bread's important, but bread is not everything. Being fed by right relationship
with God is far more important than being fed with earthly food. Using your power the way God
wants you to is more important than satisfying your needs for the moment. For the devil, this is
Strike 1.
So the devil tries again. He offers Jesus political power. The devil shows Jesus a
vision of all the kingdoms of the world. He says, "To you I will give their glory and all this
authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. If you, then, will
worship me, it will all be yours."5
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In an instant Jesus can have what Alexander the Great, or Napoleon, or Hitler never
could attain. He could have total world domination. The power to rule the world. Imagine what
that power would mean. The ability to make everyone obey you. The power to make sure that
everything is done your way. The ownership of all the riches of the world, if your just make one
small compromise: "Fall down and worship me."
That's the temptation for us, too. You can gain power. But to do it you have to
compromise your values. We probably won't be offered the world. But what about popularity at
school? What about promotion at work? What about building up your portfolio? What kind of
tactics, or whose kind of tactics will you use to gain these things?
What's Jesus' response? Unless you're doing things God's way, the price is way too
high. Jesus quotes from scripture again,
"It is written, 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.'"6
In other words, the ends don't justify the means. You can't pursue success if it means
you have to pitch God's values out the window. For the devil, this is Strike 2.
So the devil tries a third time. He takes Jesus to the top of the Temple wall. It was a
high wall build on top of a cliff, and it was a long way down. The devil says, 'If you are the Son
of God, jump off. Throw yourself down.' And then notice what else the devil does. The devil
quotes from scripture:
"It is written, He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,' and 'On
their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.'"7
Imagine the spectacle. You jump off the wall, but angels come to your rescue, and
they lower you safely to the ground, all in front of an astonished crowd. The public spectacle
that proclaims you're something special; you're no ordinary person. The angels go out of their
way to protect you.
Imagine what could happen if people could witness Jesus' power. If Jesus throws
himself off of the Temple in Jerusalem but doesn't crash, if he's rescued by the angels of God
right there in front of them, then all would know that Jesus is the Christ. All would know that
Jesus is the Messiah.
Jesus is being offered a huge shortcut. He won't have to preach and teach. He won't
have to heal the sick. And most importantly, he won't have to be crucified. Just one jump, the
angels swoop in, and his public reputation is secure. No cross. No pain. No death.
So often, we're tempted with shortcuts. The will of God seems hard. Surely there's
an easier way. "God, if you really love me, then you'll make things easy on me. God, if you
really care for me, you'll let me win the lottery so I won't have to work again. God, if you're
really good, remove all the pain from my life so I won't have to struggle."
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But again, Jesus answers from scripture. "It is said, 'Do not put the Lord your God to

God is to be trusted, not tested. It's not our place to lay down the law and tell God
how things are supposed to be. Strike 3, the devil is out, at least, for the time being.
Like Jesus, we will face temptations in life. Sometimes, they're very clear cut, black
and white issues. But sometimes, we have to choose between lighter and darker shades of gray.
Our choices are not always between bad and good, but between bad and worse, or good and
better. So how do we respond?
If we want to be like Jesus, we need to keep two things in mind. #1 We can follow
his example by looking to scripture for guidance. Jesus was so well versed in scripture, he was
so immersed in it, that using it for guidance was second nature to him. Of course, this is more
than knowledge. The devil had knowledge of scripture himself. He just didn't choose to obey it.
Which leads us to #2 We need to be attentive to God's will at all times. We need to
be ready to make choices not based on what's easiest for us, but based on what God calls us to
do.
Like Jesus we will encounter temptations. Temptations to put our needs above
everyone else's. Temptations to use bad means to achieve good ends. Temptations to avoid
suffering and sacrifice. Temptations to put our way in the place of God's way.
And like Jesus, we need to keep our priorities straight.
God comes first. God's will comes first. Worship him, and serve him alone.
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