
 
Lent 1 -   “The Temptation of Jesus”  - 13 March 2011 - DT 
Matthew 4: 1 - “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted 
by the devil.”  
 
Introduction  
My earliest memory of temptation came when I think I was still in kindergarten. We 
were making pink marshmallow rabbits in moulds for Easter presents. I took the ones 
I had made home, gave them to my parents and sisters and there was one left over for 
my grandfather. We weren’t going to see him for 3 days until Easter Sunday and this 
little marshmallow rabbit just sat in the fridge waiting to go to my grandfather’s. 
After two days the temptation was too much. I thought ‘Grandpa doesn’t need all that 
bunny, I can just nibble the edges a bit.’ However when you start eating a 
marshmallow bunny it is difficult to stop!! On Easter Sunday I gave my grandfather 
the front end of the bunny – I had eaten the rest. Fortunately he thought it was a huge 
joke and roared with laughter! 
Some temptations are more challenging. Certainly Jesus’ were. 
Let’s look at the set Gospel for today from Matthew 4:1-11. 
 
The Text 
The wilderness 
Today many view the wilderness or desert as a place for recreation, adventure and 
renewal. Yet in the Bible, the wilderness is nearly always a place of struggle. 
Remarkably, Jesus follows the leading Spirit into wilderness solitude “to be tempted 
by the devil”. This purpose statement which is not found in Mark or Luke, suggests 
that Matthew considered Jesus’ intentional confrontation with evil to be instructive, 
not destructive.  
The temptation Jesus faces in the wilderness comes after fasting for ‘forty days and 
forty nights’ indicative of a long period of time. Of course this length of time would 
resonate with Matthew’s mostly Jewish Christian community who would remember 
this as the length of time for: - the great floods in Noah’s time which ultimately gave 
way to deliverance by God from the evil of the floods 
                    - this is also the length of time that Moses fasted on Mt  
                           Sinai before receiving the ten commandments 
                    - likewise Elijah fasted for forty days before fleeing to Mt  
                          Horeb where he encountered God. 
Now Jesus encounters temptation here and it occurs with God’s allowance. 
 



 
Turning Points 
As we come to the text it may be helpful for us to understand that the word “devil” is 
a verbal noun drawn from two Greek words ‘dia’ and ‘ballo’ which together mean “to 
throw over or across”. In its broader usuage the noun comes to mean “one who 
attacks or misleads, deceives, diverts, discredits or slanders”.  In Matthew, the devil 
seeks to mislead Jesus about the meaning of sonship and the purposes of God. This 
throws a different perspective on the temptations of Jesus and gives us a context to 
work within. Quite different to most of our personal temptations! We need to see 
these as specific temptations to Jesus. 
1. In the first confrontation the ‘tester’ encourages Jesus to satisfy his physical hunger 
by turning stones into bread.  In otherwords, use your powers to satisfy your personal 
needs – feed yourself by ‘doing a miracle’. Seems harmless enough but in reality it is 
a challenge – God hasn’t yet fed you so feed yourself. You don’t have to worry about 
God – you can look after yourself. An insidious twist by the ‘tester’. Jesus replies that 
that his trust is ‘in every word that comes from the mouth of God’. Is this slightly 
humouress?! A play on words by Jesus? I suspect so. 
2. The second test focuses on Jesus’ vulnerability and need for safety. The devil 
invites Jesus to make himself secure from injury or even death. Moreover, the ‘tester’ 
quotes Scripture to back up his argument – ‘the angels will save you if you jump off 
the pinnacle of the temple’. Scripture is used out of context by the devil to snare Jesus 
into doing the ‘tester’s’ request. Jesus rebukes the devil with Scripture given in 
context: “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” (Deut 6:16) 
3. The third temptation attempts to seduce Jesus with domination and prestige. The 
devil offers Jesus control over the world’s kingdom’s, along with their praise and 
glory, in exchange for his allegiance. Jesus is not led astray. In his rejection of the 
deceiver he again quotes Scripture, in context, saying: “Worship the Lord your God 
and serve only him.” 
Jesus will not misuse his power to amass clout and esteem! 
 
With these three temptations over we read: “Then the devil left him, and suddenly 
angels came and waited on him.” (verse 11) 
Jesus passed all the temptations through total reliance on God.  
This was instructive for Jesus at the outset of his ministry. The ‘tester’s’ power is 
real, but is limited and here Jesus learns this lesson. Hence the reason why Jesus is 
“led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.”  (verse 1) 
 
Reflection for ourselves 
As we enter this Lenten period leading up to Easter most of us naturally do not relate 
to Jesus’ temptations. They were specific to his approaching ministry and for us are 



not necessarily part of our lives. However we have other aspects of temptation. 
Temptation can take many forms: - judgements we make about others who make 
choices that are not our own 
                           - when we look at others and what they have and 
                                 feel some jealousy because we may not have the  
                                 same things 
                           - sometimes we fail to see the needs of others  
                                 because we don’t want to be challenged by 
                                 disease, homelessness, poverty, hunger, etc 
                           - sometimes we justify little lies, small sins, a racist  
                                 joke, criticism of others, talking ‘out of turn’ 
These are the faceless moments of evil that, while mundane, lurk in the recesses of 
our lives, our souls. 
Hence, Lenten penitence engages the dark places in our lives that we may not come 
face to face with too often but we know they are there. 
While we need forgiveness for these aspects of our lives, it is not guilt that should 
drive us. Rather it is about freedom from these areas of our living that we should be 
seeking. It is handing over to God the control that our fears and insecurities have over 
us, so that we can have the best life possible. 
It is picking up the words that Jesus said to the ‘tester’ at the end of the first 
temptation: “One does not live by bread alone but by every word that comes from the 
mouth of God.” 
 
Prayer 
Walk with us during these 40 days of Lent, Lord Jesus. Enable us to walk with you 
and to put our trust in you as you did in your Father assured that no temptation will 
overcome us. Amen.  


