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This is such an important and rich passage. It links the Old Testament and the New Testament. As I 
mentioned last week, in his temptation Jesus is redoing the temptation of Adam. Adam and Eve were tempted 
in the garden and failed and sin came into the world. But now Jesus is tempted and he doesn’t give in. He’s 
redoing humanity. A new foundation of righteousness is planted in the world. 

Jesus is also redoing Israel’s temptations in the desert on their way to the Promised Land. In the desert 
Israel faces trials and temptations and like Adam, they fail. They grumble about bread. They put God to the 
test. They bow down to a golden calf. In this story, Jesus succeeds where Israel fails. He picks up the pieces for 
Israel. He is the new Israel. I could give a whole sermon on that, but here’s what I want to focus on today: The 
fact that Jesus faces the same temptation as Adam in the garden and Israel in the desert tells us that the devil 
has a consistent pattern of temptation. The devil has an MO. The way the devil tempted Adam in the garden is 
the way the devil tempted Israel in the wilderness is the way the devil tempts Jesus in the desert. So, you can 
be sure that this is also the way the devil is going to tempt you… in your kitchen, at your office, at the gym. So, 
as a way to prepare our souls to resist this temptation, I want to look at them one at a time. Each of these 
temptations are different and each is working on a different area of vulnerability.  

In the first temptation the devil is working on our appetites – our need for food and other basic 
hungers. After his long fast, Jesus is hungry. So, the devil tries to exploit that appetite. “Jesus you must be 
starving! It’s been so long since you’ve had bread! But hey wait! You’re the son of God, right? You could turn 
those stones into bread! You’ve been fasting a long time! Treat yourself man!” 

When we think of struggling against temptation, this appetite-based temptation is usually what we 
think of first. The temptation to have another molasses cookie when we know we shouldn’t. The temptation 
to have another glass of wine when we know that’s not a good idea. The temptation to buy another pair of 
shoes that we know we don’t really need but think we’d look good in. Sexual temptations. Temptation for 
social recognition, all these are in this category. They are all temptations of the appetite.  

These temptations of appetite have a lot of power in our lives right now. Because there are always 
voices in the world giving you the message that life is about satisfying your appetites. A full life, a happy life is 
one where all your appetites are satisfied. Consumer culture sends you that message. It says, you are what 
you consume. If you want to be happy you need to have a life full of good food. Good sex. Cool consumer 
products. Well-appointed homes. Well stocked retirement funds. How can you possibly be happy without the 
latest Beats headphones? If you don’t have these things, your life won’t be full.  

Here’s the complicating factor with appetites temptations: there is nothing wrong with any of the 
appetites I just mentioned. Sex, food and things are all part of a healthy life. They are all God-given. But they 
are not the center of a good life. Listen to Jesus’ answer to the devil. Quoting the book of Deuteronomy, Jesus 
says, “No I’m not going to make these stones into bread, because man does not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” What he’s saying to the devil is, ‘a person is more than 
their appetites.’ Becoming human isn’t about feeding your appetites; becoming human is about the formation 
of your soul by the word of God and the power of God and the Spirit of God.   

Your appetites are good. They are God given. But it is the formation of your soul, it’s the formation of 
your inside as a child of God that make you who you are. And, as we all know, the care of our soul, formation 
of our soul, often requires the suppression of our appetites. The first temptation reminds us that we are not 
defined by our appetites; we are creatures with souls. 



 

What’s the heart of the second temptation? What weakness is the devil working on there? ‘If you are 
the Son of God, throw yourself down, because God has promised to send angels to save you.’ The devil uses 
scripture as part of his temptation! Psalm 91.  

This temptation is not about appetites. In this temptation the devil is working on Jesus’ sense of his 
Father’s presence in his life. The devil is trying to get Jesus to get lost in the question “Is God with me, or not?”  
We know that because of the passage Jesus uses to rebut the devil. He quotes Deuteronomy 6 where it says, 
“do not put the Lord your God to the test.” In the original context of Deuteronomy, it’s clear that Jesus is 
referring to a very specific story where Israel did put God to the test. That’s a story in Exodus 17. The Israelites 
are in the desert and they are grumbling. They wonder why Moses brought them there. They wonder if this 
whole promised land thing is a bad idea. So they ask the question. “Is God among us or not?” ‘We want a sign 
to show that God is with us. We need proof that God is with us before we go one step further.’ God gives a 
sign, Moses strikes a rock and water comes out. But God is not happy. 

Jesus’ reference to that story helps us understand the heart of this temptation. The Israelites wanted 
more proof of God’s presence to keep going, the devil is trying to get Jesus to look for the same proof. The 
devil comes to Jesus is in the desert. “Hey Jesus, I see you’re going through a hard time, and you’ve got a 
tough mission ahead of you. Are you sure your Father has got your back here? You know, before you take 
another step forward, you should do a little test and just make sure that he’s with you.” He’s playing with the 
human need for assurance, for certainty in our faith. 

And why is that a bad thing? Why would it be bad to want to have a deeper assurance of God’s 
presence in your life? Isn’t it good to want a deeper assurance of God’s presence and protection? 
Well, yes and no. It would be a problem if your need for more assurance kept you from moving forward and 
doing the work of faith. Jesus has been called to a mission. He is called to give his life for the sake of the world.  
In pursuit of that mission, the Father has already given Jesus plenty of signs of his presence. In his baptism 
Jesus saw the Holy Spirit descended on him. At the same baptism, the Father said to him, “You are my beloved 
Son and I am pleased with you.” Jesus doesn’t need more signs! This is time for ministry! Time to start 
preaching and healing.  

If Jesus gave into the devil and threw himself off the temple so that God had to rescue him, who would 
he be serving. Who would that miracle be for? For himself. For his own sense of security. For his own sense of 
assurance. While the devil makes it sound like piety, it’s really selfishness. In this temptation the evil one 
wants us obsessing on the spiritual temperature of our hearts. 

Of course, we want to build up our faith and our sense of God’s presence, but if it keeps us from 
moving forward in the work of the kingdom, it’s a problem. Imagine you were a young person in a dating 
relationship, and you were getting to the stage where you would expect an engagement to come, but the 
other person kept looking for more and more reassurance from you. “How do I know that you will be there for 
me? How do I know that you really love me? How do I know if we will be happy together?” You have to keep 
proving your love over and over and over again. Eventually you would say, ‘there is something wrong with this 
relationship.’  

How might this temptation play out in our context. How about the danger of LaGrave to worship 
worship? Ministers long before me talked about the danger of LaGrave worshipping worship. What does that 
mean? Well, we love worship. I love worship, you love worship, we all love worship. Larry on the organ, the 
choir, singing the great hymns of the faith together, hearing a sermon on the goodness and faithfulness of God 
- a sermon that re-assures us of God’s presence in our life. It’s all great stuff.  

But if all this wonderful faith building and assurance building worship is just an exercise in warming up 
our insides, if it’s not accompanied by fruitful kingdom service aimed at the hearts and lives and needs of 
others, it’s a problem. It’s a spiritual temptation. If we spend our Sundays eager for an uplifting worship 
experience and then spend the rest of our week living a consumer-based lifestyle, do you see how the evil one 
has us with both the first and second temptations? 



 

So, in the first temptation the devil plays with our personal appetites. In the second temptation the 
devil plays with our need for the assurance of God’s presence. In the third temptation the devil works with the 
realm of power. More specifically the devil is playing with our desire to have power to solve problems in our 
life, the power to deal with our troubles, the power to deal with our enemies and make bad things go away.  

For Jesus, I imagine this must have been the most difficult temptation of all. Because Jesus has been 
sent on a mission to save people from the power of sin. Jesus has been sent on a mission to destroy the power 
of evil and to reclaim the world for God. That’s what Jesus preaches about: “The kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.” God is going to reclaim the whole world. That’s what Jesus teaches us to pray about “Your kingdom 
come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” All of Jesus’ life and work is about achieving that goal.  

And in the last temptation, the devil offers him the completion of that goal. The devil shows him all the 
kingdoms of the world and says, “All these I will give you if you only bow down and worship me.” The devil 
offers that every knee will bow to Jesus, and every tongue will declare him Lord. Isn’t that what we want?  
What’s the temptation here? The temptation is that Jesus will change the kind of power he uses to achieve 
this good goal. The temptation is that Jesus will choose a different means, a more ‘efficient’ means, to achieve 
the end of bringing his kingdom. 

What’s the power that Jesus is supposed to use to bring the kingdom? How does the Father want Jesus 
to achieve his victory? He sent Jesus to die on the cross. Jesus will defeat evil through the power of his death 
and resurrection. He will win his victory through the path of sacrificial love. That’s a hard path and that’s a 
slow path. Jesus will have to walk this earth for three years, dealing with the pain of people and the opposition 
of the powerful. On the cross he will have to endure mockery and abandonment and excruciating pain. Jesus 
will literally have to go through hell to do things the Father’s way.   

But Satan is saying, “Hey Jesus, I can get you around all that! Bow down to me and use my power and I 
can get you world authority without all that pain and sacrifice!” What sort of alternate route is Satan offering 
Jesus? What kind of power is Satan inviting Jesus to use instead of the slow way of love and sacrifice? The way 
of evil of course: Lies. Brute force. Ruthlessness. Manipulation. Fear. Satan wants Jesus to use his Messiah 
power like a warrior instead of like a servant.  

Jesus rejects Satan’s offer. He says, “Away from me Satan!” Does that rebuke remind you of anything? 
Is there another place where Jesus uses a rebuke like that? He uses that on Peter in Matthew 16. “Get behind 
me Satan he says to Peter. Do you remember what Peter was doing that made Jesus say that to him? He was 
trying to get Jesus to avoid the cross. Satan doesn’t want Jesus to go to the cross. Satan doesn’t want Jesus to 
choose the path of sacrificial love. Because it is through the power of sacrifice that he will be defeated.  

The offer that Satan makes to Jesus here, he makes it to you and me every single day. Every day in our 
personal relationships, in our family relationships, in the way we run our business, in the way we treat our 
children, in the mode of our politics, we face the choice of what sort of power we will use. Do we use force? 
Do we steamroll? Do we assert our authority in a way that pushes the other person aside so we can get the 
results we want? Or do we choose the way of the cross, of servanthood, of sacrifice. The path of Jesus. 

The path of Jesus is slow and painful, but it’s no less powerful. In fact, I would argue that it is more 
powerful! That’s the testimony of the gospel. Consider this. Where is Jesus standing when the devil offers him 
all the kingdoms of the world? He’s on a mountain. And how does Matthew’s gospel end? Where is Jesus at 
the end of the gospel? He’s standing on a mountain, he’s been through the cross, he’s been raised from the 
dead, he’s been faithful to his call. And what does he say? “All authority on heaven and earth has been given 
to me.” Jesus gets exactly what Satan offers him in this passage, only he does it by walking his Father’s way of 
suffering love. 

So those are the three areas of temptation. These are the places where the devil wants to trip us up. 
Now, Jesus is training us to resist these temptations. How are we doing with that? Do we successfully resist 
these temptations? Do we keep pace with Jesus on the path righteousness?  

Well… have you ever given into a temptation of appetite? Has your appetite ever led you to do 
something you know you weren’t supposed to do? Yes. So many times, right. Have you ever held back from 



 

something God called you to do because you were uncertain and looking for more assurances and more 
certainty? Yes. More than once. In a situation where you wanted things to go your way, have you ever 
steamrolled other people, have you ever lashed out as a way to get what you want instead of taking the path 
of sacrifice and listening and love. So many times. 

Remember this though: When Jesus gets to the end of the path of suffering love, how many disciples 
are able to go with him? None. They all abandon him and flee. Only Jesus stays righteous to the end, the rest 
of us fall flat on our faces. At the end of our journey, when it comes to temptation, our record will be mixed. 
So, watching Jesus resist these temptations, watching him stay on the path of the cross reminds us where our 
hope lies. Our hope lies in the only one who was faithful, the one who was faithful for us, Jesus Christ our 
Lord. 

So, do I hope this sermon will help you avoid temptation in your life? Yes, absolutely. But what I hope 
most of all is that it will make you take refuge in Jesus.         ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
 
 
 
 
 


