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 It is not clear to me why we often have seen these three invitations of the devil to Jesus as 

“temptations.”  That’s because the choices that Jesus faces all sound pretty good. 

 You know about temptations.  The word ‘temptation” suggests something that  

seductively appeals to your weak will, like having two scoops of ice cream with that rich piece of 

pie.  (Or to indulge yourself and have some frozen yogurt...there’s a shop in Saskatoon called 

“Yogurt Temptation.”) 

   The word “temptation” also suggests something that is morally questionable, or sinful, 

often involving the desires of the flesh, or money.  When I was growing up, the classic temptation 

for teenage boys was to smoke tobacco (today it may be to smoke other things as well).  Mind 

you, I was never tempted to smoke—I was a good boy—though I did get a kick out of my grandpa 

sneaking out to the garage to take a puff behind my grandma’s back. 

 Drinking, too has been a perennial temptation for bored or rebellious teenagers.  Not me 

though—I was a good boy-- I once tried beer, but couldn’t stand the taste.  For some of my  

Christian friends, social dancing was believed to open the door to sexual temptation.  So when a 

dance was one of the options at our high school prom, they chose to go to the movie instead.  And 

money, too, can arouse temptation...buying one more lottery ticket, or a new skin product that 

promises to make us attractive, or (in my case) buying just one more book. 

 And then, for some Mennonites in the past, temptation came through associating with 

non-Mennonite people.  In Manitoba I taught in a Bible school whose original purpose was to 

“keep the young people”—keep them in the faith, for the church, away from the seductions of the 

“English” culture around them.  

 No doubt for some people, these temptations are real, and are bondages, and need to be 

resisted.  But they are not the kind of enticements that the devil dangles before Jesus faces in the 



desert.  His temptations are not to do bad but to do good, not to indulge his carnal desires but to 

pursue noble goals, not to not to be weak but to be strong   

 Take the first temptation, turning stones into bread.  Jesus has been out in the desert 40 

days, fasting.  Not surprisingly, he’s hungry—Matthew says “famished.”  "Jesus, look at you, 

you're starving," the devil says. “You’ve got to eat.  Take these stones and make yourself some 

bread."  What’s wrong with eating when you’re famished?  This is not a temptation for Jesus 

make a god out of his of his belly—its not about always having those two scoops of ice cream 

when one will do.  It’s about Jesus just giving his body what his body says it needs.  “Jesus, your 

body is telling you that you can’t be God’s son if you’re weak and emaciated.  Come on, use your 

God-given power to feed yourself."    

 “And what’s more, Jesus," I can hear the devil infer, "if you’d make bread out of all these 

stones, just think of how many other hungry mouths you could feed!  Jesus, you could create a 

more just economy, you could become a social reformer.”   

 And Jesus is very tempted by this challenge, he’s really very tempted to become a social 

and economic reformer.  In fact, he will go on to make bread.  The only miracle we find in all 

four gospels is the feeding of the 5,000.  However, Jesus finally says, "No, devil.  Becoming a 

social reformer is very tempting, but, good as it is, it’s not for me.  I don’t believe God is calling 

me, as his Son, to primarily satisfy the body’s needs, other people’s as well as my own.”  And 

Jesus quotes a verse from Deuteronomy--"One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes from the mouth of God."  Originally those were Moses' words to Israel, who was also in 

the wilderness, and Moses was warning Israel not to make God’s miraculous gift of manna more  

important than God, not to value the gift over the giver. 

     "Yes, devil, I could feed myself, and others, today,” Jesus says. “but tomorrow we would be 

hungry again.  You are really tempting me to misplace my priorities.  You are tempting me to do 

a good thing instead of the better thing--which is to desire the word of God above all else.  I refuse 

your challenge, I will not become a bread-maker, I must keep my priorities straight." 



 So the devil tries a second time.  He takes Jesus up onto the roof of the Jerusalem temple. 

That roof was a lot higher than this roof—more like the top of the CN tower.  "Come on, Jesus, 

show that crowd down below there a miracle,” the devil whispers.  “Jump down, God will protect 

you.  You know the verse where it says—‘God will send his angels to catch you.’  So jump down 

from here, show everybody that God will keep you from harm.  Give everybody an indisputable, 

conclusive sign that God can be trusted, that God is powerful.” 

 And Jesus is tempted to accep this challenge.  Imagine what good things might happen.  

For one thing, his miraculous deliverance from a fatal fall might persuade sceptics simply that 

there is a God.  If one of you would jump off the CN tower without getting hurt, and you would 

say God protected you, I just might want to check out your God.  In China, we heard stories of 

people who came to faith because they had experienced or seen miraculous things from God, like 

healing.   

 What’s more, shouldn’t those who do believe in God have the right to expect their faith to 

bring some real, tangible benefits—protection from harm, release from suffering, maybe clear 

answers to prayer, maybe even health, and wealth?   

 "Jesus, if you are the Son of God, do a miracle,” the devil whispers.  “Jump down from 

this roof.  Give us a sign that God will protect you, that God is powerful, that God is worth 

believing in.  If you do that, people will more easily believe in you.”  And Jesus is very tempted  

by this challenge, because he wants to make God’s reign visible on earth.  Very soon after leaves 

the desert, Jesus will perform many signs and wonders-- healing the sick and the blind and the 

crippled and the lepers—bringing new life to people who were broken, and helpless and hopeless.  

 But finally Jesus says, "No, devil, there's something in your invitation that doesn't feel 

right.  You are really asking me to force God’s hand, to demand that God prove that he is 

powerful, and reliable.  You are asking me to test God before I trust God.   Have you not heard, 

‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test’?  I refuse to demand from God for a dramatic 

sign that God can be trusted.” 



 And so the devil tries a third time.  Now he takes Jesus up on a high mountain.  And down 

below they see spread out all the nations of the world.  "Look at that, Jesus,” he whispers once 

more.  “You could be in charge of all those nations down there.  You could make them do your 

will, because I can make you can be King over the whole world, if you only ask.  How about it?" 

 Once again, why should Jesus refuse?  Just think--if Jesus had the power over the nations 

and their governments, he could use that power not for his glory but for God’s.  He could get rid 

of evildoers, he could legislate peace, he could impose God’s will on earth.  Isn't it true that if only 

we could get more Christians into power--parliament, town council, school board, committee 

chairs, wherever the handles of power lie--then our society could become more Christian?  We 

could outlaw abortion, or gay marriages, or poverty.  Or we could pass laws to allow more 

compassionate immigration, or same-sex marriage, or fairer income redistribution.  "Jesus," the 

devil whispers, " the Prime Minister’s office is where the power lies.  Just think of what an 

effective, world-changing Son of God you could be if you'd let me make you a real king!”   

 And once more Jesus is so very tempted to become that political King.  His urge to use 

power--coercive power, power that strong-arms others to have your own way--is not just confined  

to this desert encounter with the devil.  Jesus is going to feel that urge again, and again, right to 

Gethsemane, when he considers summoning legions of angels with their swords blazing to rescue 

him.  But finally Jesus says, "Devil, no.  Being a king in the mold of human kings is not the way 

for me to be God's Son.  Because if I were to use power to dominate others, even for God’s cause, 

I would really be bowing down to you, rather than to God.  Your temptation,” Jesus says, “ really 

asks me to give my ultimate allegiance to you.  I can’t do that, since it is written,  'Worship the 

Lord your God, and serve God alone.’  My ultimate allegiance must be to God.”  

 So there we have it.  Three temptations Jesus faces—meeting people’s legitimate body 

hungers as the most important thing he could do in God’s service, seeking miracles from God to 

prove God’s power, becoming a king and imposing God’s will on earth.  They are not black and 

white moral choices, but gray.  They’re not temptations of the flesh but of the spirit.  They come 



to Jesus not because he is weak but because he is strong. 

 And, in the end, Jesus resists these temptations , because in the desert he learns some 

things.  Jesus learns that there is more to life than simply having physical needs satisfied, even 

though in his work he will meet many needs.  In the desert he learns to get his priorities right.  

And Jesus learns that faith in God cannot be based on stunning, persuasive demonstrations of 

God’s power, even though his life will be full of signs of God’s reign.  In the desert he learns that 

he must trust God even in the absence of signs.   And Jesus learns that true power does not come 

through dominating others like kings do, even though later, after the cross and resurrection, he will 

be called ‘Lord of all.’  In the desert he learns that governments come and go, while God’s rule, 

celebrated in worship, never comes to an end.  

 Identifying with Jesus is a risk, because you and I may also face the same kinds of 

temptations—or tests—that he faced.  As for Jesus, one of our tests may be the test of priorities.   

What is my life vocation?  Is it to do something that’s acceptable and good?  Or is it to do 

something that’s better—better for me, maybe also better for others?  What are my deepest 

values?  Are they for satisfaction of physical desires, material comforts, good appearances?  Or 

are they also for things that may run against the stream of our culture—like maybe helping hungry 

people find bread, and justice.  What should I be busy about--I have too many priorities?  Eugene 

Peterson, a pastor and teacher who has written much on the spiritual life, says that “busyness is 

essentially laziness.  It is doing the easy thing, instead of the hard thing.  It is filling the time with 

our actions, instead of paying attention to God's action."   

 And then, as for Jesus, a second test for you and me may be the test of trust.  Can I trust 

God when there is no sign that God is powerful, no clear payoff?  Will I walk with God whether or 

not I get that job, or that cancer is cured, or my child is kept safe?  Do I want a God who does 

not just give blessings to me, but also asks things of me? 

 And then, as for Jesus, a third test for you and me may be the test of allegiance.  Will I 

stick with Jesus when his way may be unpopular, and seem foolhardy?  Can I follow Jesus’ call to 



use my power not to dominate people and run the show, but to use my power to free others up, and 

to serve?  And, can I be loyal to a God who often works through weakness, and suffering and 

a cross? 

 There is hope in this story.  In the desert, even though the devil seems in charge, God is 

really there with Jesus.  It was the Spirit that led him to the desert in the first place, to be tested, to 

prove his loyalty.  And at the end of Jesus’ ordeal angels are there to provide comfort and 

strength.   

 Maybe the good news is that temptations can be the occasion for you and me to also clarify 

and strengthen our loyalty to God.  And that when you and I face temptations, those same angels  

are close by.  And that, in temptation, Jesus is also at our side, because he knows what our 

temptations are like, because he has been there.  Jesus has really been there--and so he can walk 

with us, and strengthen us, when we also pass through the desert. 

 

 


