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Luke 4:1-13 
1Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by 

the Spirit in the wilderness, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the 
devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he 
was famished. 3The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command 
this stone to become a loaf of bread.”4Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One 
does not live by bread alone.’” 
 5The the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the 
kingdoms of the world. 6And the devil said to him, “To you I will give their 
glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to 
anyone I please. 7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” 8Jesus 
answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only 
him.’” 
 9Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle 
of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down 
from here 10for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to 
protect you,’ 11and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not 
dash your foot against a stone.’” 12Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put 
the Lord your God to the test.’” 13When the devil had finished every test, he 
departed from him until an opportune time. 
 

  Each year, in preparation for the 40-day season of Lent leading up to 

our celebration of new life at Easter, we begin, not with life, but with death.  

On Ash Wednesday, we receive the sign of a cross, drawn in ashes on our 

foreheads and we hear the words, “Remember, you are dust and to dust you 

shall return.” The sign of the cross is to be a reminder of God’s love for us.  

But it feels a little … morbid … to hear those words spoken as they call us 

forward to what will be said at our graveside, “earth to earth, ashes to ashes, 

dust to dust.” It is a sobering reminder, you are loved by God. And, you will 

die.     

 It’s a reminder that we often struggle to hold together in our minds and 

hearts. Being loved by God does not prevent death. And dying does not 



 

negate God’s love. This is the paradox that Jesus wrestles with in the 

wilderness of today’s text. The lectionary assignment of texts has had us 

jumping around a bit in scripture, so let’s put today’s reading into context.  

Jesus has just been baptized and the voice of God has made it clear, he is 

God’s son, precious and loved. The Holy Spirit has descended upon him and 

then, we are told, leads him directly into the wilderness. Immediately after 

hearing words affirming God’s love for him, he faces an attack on those 

words. He has to learn how to live in the desert and how to experience love 

while being lonely. Jesus is immediately thrust into an experience of the 

paradox of our faith. He is both loved and famished, precious and 

insignificant, valued and vulnerable … all at the same time. He is God and he 

will die.   

 The first temptation targets Jesus’ hunger. “If you are the Son of God, 

command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” This temptation implies that 

if we are God’s children, we should not hunger. In The Adversary’s economy, 

unmet desire is seen as an unnecessary anomaly not a fundamental part of 

what it means to be human. By tempting Jesus to magically erase his 

hunger, The Adversary tries to entice Jesus into denying the reality of God 

becoming human. If Jesus cheats his way to a full belly instead of waiting, 

paying attention to his hunger, and relying on God for fulfillment, he gives up 

his humanity and is only divine. And we are then left with a God who does 

not understand the struggle it is to be human.    

 Many of us have chosen to “give up” something for Lent this year.  

Chocolate … TV … Facebook all seem to be the most common in recent years.  

The purpose of this “giving up” is to sit with our hunger, our want, our desire 

– and to learn what they have to teach us. What is the yearning in our souls 

beneath the hunger? Can we be hungry and still live? Where do we find God 

in our wanting?   



 

 Hunger isn’t a virtue on its own. This act of “giving up” for Lent is an 

invitation to see ourselves and all of humanity in a new way. We can be loved 

and hungry at the same time. We can hurt and hope at the same time. We 

can trust that God will nourish us and that it won’t be by manipulating us 

with some kind of magic.   

 The second temptation targets Jesus’ ego. The Adversary shows Jesus 

“all the kingdoms of the world” and promises that “it will all be yours.” Jesus 

can have everything: recognition, fame, power, visibility. This temptation 

suggests that to be God’s child we should be applauded, admired, and envied.  

It suggests that if God really loved us we would never be “abandoned” and 

left to ordinary and mundane lives.   

 This temptation to rule the world is an invitation to us to examine our 

understanding of power and praise. The question for us is whether we can 

accept Jesus’ version of significance that is based in humility and surrender 

to God or whether we need the praise of human voices. How important is it to 

us that we are noticed? How hard do we work to be liked? Deep down, do we 

believe that God’s love for us is dependent upon success, or some other action 

that we must take? Can we trust that God sees us and loves us in our 

everyday lives?   

 The third temptation targets the vulnerability of Jesus and of us. The 

implication is that if we are loved by God, then God will keep us safe from 

physical and emotional harm, safe from disease, accidents, and even death.  

It is such an attractive lie. It targets our deepest, darkest fears as a people.  

It suggests that while we live in a broken and hurting world … we can be 

immune from the hurt if only we love God enough. We want this lie from The 

Adversary to be true. We want to use our belovedness as God’s children like a 

shield of protection. But if the cross teaches us nothing else, it’s that God’s 



 

children still hurt, still bleed, still die. We are loved in our vulnerability … 

not out of our vulnerability.   

 In many ways, Jesus’ struggle in the wilderness brings human 

temptation full circle. We remember the serpent in the Garden of Eden 

asking Adam and Eve if they want to be like God. “Will you dare to know 

what God knows?” the serpent asks them. In the wilderness, the devil asks 

Jesus an inversion of that question, “Do you dare to be fully human? Can you 

exercise restraint? Can you accept danger? Can you bear what it means to be 

simply human?”   

 The 40 days in the wilderness were a time of self-development for Jesus 

prior to the start of his public ministry. It was a time for him to decide who 

he was and how he would live out his calling. At every temptation, he was 

given the chance to choose the magical, the safe, the powerful response … 

and every time he chooses instead, the mundane, the invisible, and the more 

human and riskier option.   

 Today’s text tells us that Jesus didn’t choose to enter the wilderness, he 

was led there by the Spirit. But it’s important for us to hear that he then 

chose to stay until the work of the wilderness was over. We don’t usually 

choose our moments of wilderness either. We don’t volunteer for pain, loss, 

danger, or terror to enter into our lives. And yet, we enter into these places of 

wilderness none the less; sometimes in the form of a hospital room, or a tough 

relationship. Sometimes the wilderness looks like a troubled child or a 

sudden death in our circle of friends. The wilderness looks like a panic attack 

for some, and like a replaying of our mistakes for others. Regardless of what 

the wilderness looks like for you, it’s sure to arrive unbidden and unwelcome.   

 Does this mean that God wills bad things to happen to us or that God 

wants us to suffer? I don’t think so. But, I do think it means that God can 

redeem even the darkest and most difficult parts of our lives if we choose to 



 

stay and pay attention. And, I believe it means that even our wilderness 

places can become holy.   

 So what does that mean for us as we begin our Lenten journeys this 

year? Maybe it’s time to follow Jesus into the wilderness. Maybe it’s time to 

stay and decide who we are and whose we are. Maybe it’s time to give up the 

temptations around us to try to take on the role of God and instead embrace 

what it means to be human; human and hungry; human and vulnerable; 

human and loved. Amen.   

 


