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Traditionally, we begin Lent by reflecting on Jesus’ 40 days in the desert being 
tempted by Satan. It’s not a coincidence that Jesus’ temptation occurs in the 
wilderness, or that it lasts 40 days.  It harkens back to the Exodus from Egypt, and 
the 40 years that the Hebrew people spent wandering in the desert before being 
brought by God into the promised land.  God even tells the Hebrews why they 
have had to make such a long journey.  God says to them in Deuteronomy, 
“Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these forty 
years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, 
whether or not you would keep his commands.”  (Deuteronomy 8:2) For the 
Hebrews the journey was a time of learning, a time of testing, and, ultimately, a 
time of decision-making.  Were they going to follow the will of God, or not?  This 
was the question for Jesus, as well.  

The events that we read about today follow immediately upon Jesus’ baptism.  In 
one of the few details that appear in all of the gospel accounts, around the time of 
Jesus’ baptism the Holy Spirit has descended from heaven in the form of a dove, 
and has come to rest upon Jesus.  The Synoptic Gospels further say that there 
was a voice from heaven.  According to Luke’s account, the voice said, “You are 
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  (Luke 3:22) Today we read 
how Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, was led in to the desert by the Spirit.   

In most translations, Matthew, Luke, and John all say that the Spirit “led” Jesus 
into the wilderness.  Mark uses a different word entirely.  He says that the Spirit 
“drove” him into the desert.  Either way, I think the message is clear.  Jesus had 
no choice in the matter.  He was sent out into the desert without provisions!  Some 
way to treat a beloved son, isn’t it? 

But God is a loving parent.  And parents know two things.  First, that our children 
and we inhabit a world full of temptation.  That’s one of the simple lessons in this 
reading.  If there were somewhere you would not expect to find temptation it 
should be on your own, out in the wilderness.  And yet, even there, temptation can 
be found.  There will always be temptation. 

The second thing that God knows as a parent is that as much as we want to shield 
our children from the evils of the world, they will not reach their full potential as 
people if we do not let them stand on their own and make their own mistakes.  
Sometimes we might have to force them to stand on their own, even, as Mark 
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suggests, to the point of driving them out into the desert!  This is a time of testing 
and of decision-making for Jesus.  Temptation always involves two things: a test, 
and a decision.  So, what can we learn from Jesus’ temptation? 

In order to understand that question, I think we have to remember for a moment 
just who Jesus was.  He was the Son of God, certainly, but if the temptation is to 
have any real meaning for us, we must appreciate that Christ was human.  
Sometimes, I think we get so caught up in miracles, and the power of Christ, that 
fact of Jesus’ humanity gets lost. Article II of the “Articles of Religion of the United 
Methodist Church” says “The Son… took man’s nature in the womb of the blessed 
virgin; so that two whole and perfect natures, that is to say, the Godhead and 
Manhood, were joined together in one person…”  Christ was both fully divine, and 
fully human.  So, what does that mean? 

It means that Jesus was a human being. Christ was subject to, and struggled with, 
the same kinds of temptations that beset us.  And I think Christ had doubts and 
worries just like we do.  Look at the night before his crucifixion, when Luke says, 
“… being in anguish, he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was like drops of 
blood falling to the ground.” (Luke 22:44) Wouldn’t you guess that at some point in 
time Jesus must have wondered whether God had abandoned him?  And don’t we 
feel the same way from time to time? 

For Jesus was alone in the desert.  Sometimes I think this is so self-evident that 
we almost miss it.  We’re so accustomed, mostly through “reality television,” to 
being a “fly on the wall” in peoples’ most intimate moments, we forget that there 
was nobody there recording the events in the desert as they happened.  Jesus 
was alone with his temptation, which makes his resistance to temptation all the 
more remarkable.  Really, who would have been any the wiser if Jesus had just 
taken one of the stones and made himself a dinner roll? 

Here’s why I think it is so critically important to recognize that Jesus was both 
human and totally on his own in the desert.  It’s because if Jesus were just God in 
the form of a human, or he had God sitting on his shoulder, telling him that 
everything would be all right, we would not be spending time talking about this 
whole incident.  Because how could the temptations of Satan be a test for God? 
And what meaning could they have for our lives?  We’re not God, we’re human. 

But it is because of the fact of Christ’s humanity that his temptation can have 
meaning for us.  We can be inspired by the example of Christ to respond in faith to 
our own temptations.  And we can understand that although it may seem as 
though God leaves us to our own devices from time to time for reasons we can’t 
understand, God never abandons us.    

 But you may be thinking, “Jesus wasn’t alone.”  Satan was with him.  Just who is 
this Satan?  In our Christian understanding of the Bible, Satan appears as the 
personification of wickedness.  We’ve come to accept that the serpent in the 
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Garden of Eden was Satan, although there is really nothing in the Genesis text to 
suggest this is so.  We encounter Satan in the Book of Job.  There Satan appears 
to be just another member of the heavenly court, although his specific function 
seems to be to challenge the faith of human beings by meting out trials and 
heartaches.  Legend says that he was once the most powerful of the angels, and 
was cast down for imagining himself to be God’s equal.  Following Jesus’ 
temptation in the desert, Luke says “he left him until an opportune time.” (Luke 
4:13) He then reappears in the gospel of John as the one who encourages Judas 
Iscariot to betray Jesus. 

If you ask me whether Satan exists, I will tell you, uncategorically, “Yes.”  Is Satan 
a being, like the man with horns and a pitchfork?  I don’t know.  I doubt it.  But I 
know Satan exists.  Satan is the voice of temptation that lives in the mind of all 
human beings.  Satan is the impulse that we all have to pursue what’s best for us, 
even if it’s not exactly the “right” thing to do – especially when “nobody will ever 
know.” 

Jesus was so very hungry.  When Satan asked him to prove he was the Son of 
God by turning some stones into bread, it would have been so easy to do.  But in 
doing that, he would have been playing into the devil’s hands.  What Satan wanted 
him to do was to concentrate on material things; on the kingdom of this world.  In 
satisfying his own needs, he would have negated the message of love for God and 
others that was the very essence of his earthly ministry.  How often do we give in 
to the temptation to “turn stones into bread” ourselves?  We do that when we think 
first of our own needs – our need for material possessions, our need for status, 
and our need to gratify our own egos. 

The voice of Satan makes some interesting claims throughout this passage from 
Luke.  One of them is when he takes Jesus to a high place, and shows him all the 
world’s kingdoms.  He tells Jesus, "I will give you all their authority and splendor, 
for it has been given to me, and I can give it to anyone I want to.” (Luke 4:6) Did 
you ever think about what Satan is saying here?  Had he been given authority over 
the world?  And if he had, who gave it to him? 

Satan could just be lying, but I think he’s telling the truth.  Because I don’t think 
you need to go much beyond the front page of any newspaper to decide that 
Satan has at least as good a claim to be the owner of the kingdoms of earth as 
God has.  Look at wars, and corrupt governments, and genocide – all the evil and 
violence we do to one another; all the indignity we inflict on one another.  

Did God give Satan control?  I don’t think God did – at least not directly.  I think 
what happened is that God gave control to us, and, little by little, we have been 
giving control to Satan.   And we give him a little more control every time we listen 
to his voice. 
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Temptation is everywhere.  Notice that even after Jesus has refused all of Satan’s 
temptations, Satan still isn’t vanquished.  Luke says he just goes away to wait for 
an opportune time to reappear.  And we know that he does reappear, again and 
again.  We have a name for the moral core that lets us stand up to temptation 
even when no one else is watching, just as Christ did. We call it character.  Jesus 
showed his character in his time of testing.  And because Jesus was human, just 
like we are, it means that we can, too.   

Our time of testing will never be over.  But we have the assurance that God 
rewards faith with strength equal to any challenge. 


