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Like many of you, I have been following with interest the stories of possible 
corruption in New York’s City Hall.  This was in the news this week as the Mayor 
met with Manhattan prosecutors to answer questions about allegations of “pay-to-
play.”  There have also been Federal grand juries convened by U.S. Attorney 
Preet Bharara.  There have been no charges filed, and there may not be.  And of 
course the Mayor is due the “presumption of innocence,” as would anyone else in 
a similar situation.   

Bharara has been a busy man. I’m sure you heard about two of his previous high-
profile investigations.  Sheldon Silver, member of the state assembly for over 50 
years, its speaker since 1994, and one of the three most powerful lawmakers in 
the state, was convicted of corruption just over a year ago.  He was sentenced to 
twelve years for schemes that reportedly netted him around $5 million.  Another of 
the state’s most powerful lawmakers, former State Senate Majority Leader Dean 
Skelos of Rockville Centre was convicted of bribery, extortion, and conspiracy a 
year ago for using his influence to pressure companies into giving highly-paid, no-
show jobs to his son, Adam.  He was sentenced to five years, and his son, six-
and-a-half.  

Obviously, Silver and Skelos aren’t the only politicians doing shady things, and 
politicians aren’t the only people who do shady things.  We could come up with all 
kinds of names from business.  Last year the CEO of Wells Fargo lost his job 
when it was discovered that bank account executives were meeting revenue 
quotas by charging fees on accounts the customers hadn’t authorized.  
Volkswagen was caught rigging the results of emissions tests in the U.S. and 
Europe.  There are the iconic names from the last decade you may remember – 
people like Bernie Madoff, Ken Lay from Enron, Bernie Ebbers from WorldCom, 
Dennis Kozlowski of Tyco.  It’s not always about money.  Roger Ailes was ousted 
as CEO of Fox News over multiple incidents of sexual harassment.  

These are all people who seem to have found the price at which they were willing 
to give up their personal integrity.  Another way to say it is in our Lenten 
vocabulary, and the language of today’s gospel story about Jesus in the 
wilderness: these were people who faced temptation, and temptation won.   

Temptation seems like something of a dated word today, doesn’t it?  I tend to think 
of myself as “tempted” only on the occasions that my choices involve food items 
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that have either way too much sugar, or way too much fat.  I wonder how many of 
us are really conscious that we are “facing temptation” on a daily basis as we act 
out our roles as free moral agents in a very complicated world. 

Yet we pray every week, and hopefully, more often, “Lead us not into 
temptation…”  We could have an interesting, and lengthy, discussion about what 
that really means, but taking it at face value we’d have to ask ourselves if it is even 
possible.  The fact is that temptation is unavoidable.  Every day we will encounter 
choices; temptations, if you will – perhaps dozens of mini “forks-in-the-road,” that 
require us to choose which values and principles will hold sway in our lives.   And 
each of the decisions we make in a day, large and small, leads us inexorably 
toward the person we claim to want to become, or farther away from it. 

It was no different with Jesus in Matthew’s story today.  Although there was a time 
in my life when I thought it must have been very different with Jesus.  When I was 
younger, I really didn’t get the story of the temptation at all.  If Jesus was God, how 
could he possibly be tempted?  And if Jesus was God, how could God’s resisting 
temptation possibly serve as an example for those of us who don’t happen to be 
God?  And quite honestly, most years I just gave in to my temptation to skip over 
this particular part of Jesus’ experience. 

But there is an answer, I’ve learned.  Although Jesus was God, he was also fully 
human.  It’s a paradox that is central to the Christian understanding of the 
incarnation.  Because being fully human meant that Jesus knew all the desires 
and needs that we do.  He was truly vulnerable – subject to the same weakness, 
uncertainty, anxiety, and self-doubt that we are.  It also meant that he could have 
responded differently to Satan.  He was absolutely free to choose for himself, just 
as we are.   

Sometimes I think we conceive of the Jesus of the Bible as I did once -- living his 
life perfectly and just existing on a higher plane of morality without much effort.  
But not in today’s gospel lesson.  The Jesus we find in the wilderness looks an 
awful lot like us.  He’s being tempted to do three things: to make some bread for 
himself out of stones; to follow Satan in exchange for all the kingdoms of earth; 
and to jump off the highest tower of the temple so that all will see his greatness 
when God lifts him up. 
 
And it might be hard sometimes for us to see how these cosmic temptations could 
have anything to do with us and the real-life trials we face.  We aren’t ever 
tempted to satisfy our own hunger by turning stones into bread, because we 
couldn’t do it even if we wanted to.  Ruling the nations of the world is too far 
beyond us to even think about, let alone yearn for.  And we’ll never be throwing 
ourselves off the highest building just to prove that we are special enough that 
God will protect us. 
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But let me try restating the things that Satan used to tempt Jesus, and let’s see if 
they hit a little closer to home.  At their most basic, the three things Jesus was 
struggling against were these: his desire for pleasure, his desire for things, and his 
desire to appear exceptional in the eyes of others.  Do those desires sound to 
anyone like temptations we might be familiar with? 

It’s interesting where Matthew decides to place the story of the temptation in his 
overall narrative.  Jesus is tempted immediately following his baptism.  In fact, the 
sequence of events is exactly the same in Luke and Mark.  I don’t know whether 
the gospel writers intended this to hint at some relationship between baptism and 
temptation, but I think there is one.  You see, when we affirm our baptisms – when 
we acknowledge that we belong to God – we accept a calling to live by a set of 
principles that go beyond the satisfaction of our own needs and wants in the 
moment.  I’m not saying that Christianity is the only source of such transcendent 
guidance for living.  But I am saying that temptation cannot exist until we have 
acknowledged that there is a moral authority greater than ourselves.  We can’t be 
tempted to do wrong, if right and wrong are simply whatever we say they are. 

But we have chosen allegiance to a God who teaches us that a meaningful life has 
an objective that goes beyond elevating our selves.  Or maybe it’s more accurate 
to say that God teaches us that what truly elevates our selves isn’t what we tend to 
think it is.  And if we take our allegiance to God seriously, we inevitably face a host 
of choices that are hard for us to make because they challenge our individualistic 
and narcissistic natures.  Temptation will always follow baptism – it has to.  

I do want to share an upbeat story with you this morning.  It’s a personal one, 
something that happened to our family about a year ago.  Our daughter, Sara, had 
been saving for a long time to buy herself something.  And as she and her friend 
walked up to Best Buy to get it (because where we lived, you could walk to 
places!), she lost her wallet.  After looking for it without success, she came home 
in tears and told us what had happened.  There was a chance that it might find its 
way back to her, because her school ID was in the wallet.  But I tried as gently as 
possible to prepare her for what I considered the likelihood that she would get her 
wallet and ID back, minus the cash. 

A few days later our home phone rang, and it was a woman from our town who 
told me that she had found Sara’s wallet.  Sara wasn’t home, so I drove alone to 
the woman’s house to pick up what I quite honestly expected would be a school ID 
in an otherwise empty wallet.  As she handed it to me, and I saw the bills peeking 
out of the top, my spontaneous reaction was, “Thank God, there are still very good 
people in the world.”  Strangely enough, that was exactly what Sara said when I 
got home and handed it to her. 

The woman and I spent a few minutes chatting after she gave me the wallet.  I 
reflected about it all on the way home.  In addition to feeling guilty for my own 
negative expectations, I wondered whether she was a person of faith.  I suspect I 
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know the answer, although I will admit to some bias.  But whether she was a 
“church-goer” or not, and whatever it was that guided her decision, this woman, 
faced with an opportunity for personal gain without the slightest chance of 
detection, chose what she perceived to be a greater good.  I wonder if it might be 
too much to call her actions “Christ-like.”  

Temptation will always be there.  Even Jesus only resisted Satan; Jesus didn’t 
vanquish him.  Satan shows up again and again throughout the story of Jesus and 
the disciples.   And temptations come in all shapes and sizes.  But the greatest 
temptation we will ever face is the very same one Jesus faced.  It’s the temptation 
to believe that we are the ones with the answers; that we decide what matters; that 
we are the ones in control. 

And, of course, it’s not a new problem.  It goes all the way back to the beginning – 
to a story about a man and a woman in a garden thinking about sampling a piece 
of fruit.  Author and Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor sums up the central 
theme in today’s readings beautifully.  She says that we tend to think that these 
scriptures are all about the temptation not to be a good human being. But what 
they are really about is the temptation not to be a human being at all.  What Adam 
and Jesus are both tempted by is the chance to play God.i   

Wouldn’t that describe most of the temptation we face – the choice between 
trusting God, and deciding to be God?  My personal belief about the sinfulness of 
humanity is that, however we got this way, we possess an inveterate tendency to 
go our own way instead of God’s.  And when we do, our relationships with God 
and with others – the relationships that are at the very core of the authentic life 
that God created us for – begin to break up into a million egotistic fragments. 

That’s the bottom line.  The stories of Sheldon Silver, Dean Skelos, Bernie Madoff, 
Bernie Ebbers, Dennis Kozlowski, the kind woman who found Sara’s wallet, Adam 
and Eve, and Jesus in the wilderness are all about people choosing which god 
they would serve, with very different results. 

Which god will you choose to serve?  It’s a tough question.  Perhaps it’s a good 
one to keep in the back of your mind for the next forty days. 

i  From “Living by the Word” column in Christian Century Magazine, Feb. 7, 1996. 

                                                 


