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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Turn in your Bibles to Luke 4 and the passage which teaches us about 

the temptation of Jesus.  It begins in the first verse: 

 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by 

the Spirit in the desert where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.  He 

ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry. 

Beloved, there is so much here that I hardly know where to start.  Let’s 

consider first the immediate context of this passage.  As we saw last week, 

Jesus had just been baptised.  With his baptism three signs were given.  First, 

the heavens opened up.  Second, the Holy Spirit descended bodily, in the 

form of a dove.  And third, the voice of the heavenly Father rang out, “You 

are my son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  In all of these 

things, the baptism Jesus underwent provided a positive preparation for his 

difficult ministry.  He was affirmed by his heavenly Father and equipped by 

the Holy Spirit for the work he had come to do.  All this was in literal 

fulfilment of the prophecy found in Isaiah 11: 

 A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch 

will bear fruit.  The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom 

and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of 



knowledge and of the fear of the Lord—and he will delight in the fear of the 

Lord. 

 Now if the baptism afforded Jesus a positive preparation for his 

ministry, the temptation of Jesus, which followed immediately thereafter, 

provided a negative one.  That is to say, in his being tempted Jesus came 

face to face with the enemy he would have to overcome.  Hell opened up 

and the devil came forth and he spoke his lies: “If you are the son of God.”  

“If.”  And this just after God had declared him so to be.  J. C. Ryle put it this 

way: 

 It was meet that He who came “to destroy the works of the devil,” 

should begin His own work by a special conflict with Satan.  It was meet 

that the great Shepherd and bishop of souls should be fitted for His earthly 

ministry by strong temptation, as well as by the word of God and prayer.  

But above all, it was meet that the great High Priest and advocate of sinners 

should be one who has had personal experience of conflict, and had known 

what it is to be in the fire.  And this was the case with Jesus. 

And so it is that one of the most important truths affirmed in the temptation 

is that Jesus, as well as being fully God, was fully human.  He was truly 



tested—tempted—by Satan.  This was not a parlour trick.  It was real.  And 

in it Jesus suffered.  The second chapter of Hebrews tells us that Jesus was 

“made like his brothers in every way” and that “he himself suffered when he 

was tempted.”  In the fourth chapter we learn that he “has been tempted in 

every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”  Now how can Jesus, who 

had a fully divine nature and a fully human nature perfectly united in one 

person be tempted?  I cannot explain it.  I can only affirm it because it is 

what the Bible teaches.  Agony, affection, sympathy, compassion, anger, 

gratitude, weariness, thirst—the yearning for the salvation of sinners—these 

are all things that Jesus knew intimately because he condescended to come 

to us as one like us.  He took upon himself our flesh.  And because that is 

true, we have in Jesus a friend who understands us from the inside out.  

Because we have a high priest who is able to sympathise with us, as 

Hebrews asserts, we may “approach the throne of grace with confidence so 

that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”   

Now let’s put things into a broader context and move from the temptation, 

past the baptism all the way back to the days of Israel’s wandering in the 

desert.  The 40 days Jesus spent being tempted in the wilderness parallel the 

40 years the children of Israel spent there.  In the desert Israel was tested and 

repeatedly she failed.  Jesus was tested and repeatedly he triumphed.  Think 



back.  Soon after escaping from Egypt the Israelites began complaining 

about their daily bread.  “If only we had meat to eat!  We remember the fish 

we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and 

garlic.  But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this 

manna!”  Jesus, truly hungry, refused to turn stones into bread, submitting 

himself to hunger rather than disobey the will of his Father who by the Spirit 

had led him to that place.   

In the desert the children of Israel, when Moses was gone away to meet with 

God, fashioned a golden calf and bowed down and worshipped it.  Jesus 

refused to genuflect to Satan, for to do so was sin.  He would not give 

worship that was owed to his Father to anyone else.   

In the desert the children of Israel complained of thirst and asked, “Is the 

Lord among us or not?”  It was a testing of God—they were trying to force 

God into action.  “God, prove yourself to us.”  It was the equivalent of Satan 

saying, “Jump off the temple.  God will save you.”  Jesus refused to put his 

heavenly Father to the test.  He would instead rest upon his Father with quite 

confidence and trust and wait for him to act.   



What this all means is that Jesus is the true Israel.  He kept the covenant 

which they could not, by in all things remaining obedient and true to the 

Father.  He fulfilled all righteousness.  You can think of it this way.  All 

those who are saved are saved by works.  Now before the elders come and 

take me from the pulpit, let me hasten to add, we are not saved by our works 

but by works done by Jesus.  These works are freely, graciously, given to us 

as if they were our own, and clothed in these righteous works—clothed in 

Christ—we are able to stand before God and be received by him in mercy.  

When he sees us he sees us as we are in Christ; he sees what Jesus has done 

on our behalf.  And that is what our lesson points to.  At the very outset of 

his ministry Jesus does battle with Satan and gains for us the first victory in 

a great war that will see Jesus rise from the grave having vanquished sin and 

death. 

Let’s make the context a little broader still and move all the way back to the 

Garden of Eden.  In the Garden we find the first Adam.  In Jesus Christ we 

see the last Adam.  The first Adam was tempted while he was in a garden 

paradise.  He was well fed and watered.  Food was all around him.  He was 

not suffering from any lack.  He was looking ahead to a life of joy and 

delight and communion with God and with his wife and with the family that 

would be born to them, as they were fruitful and multiplied.  He had 



everything a person could possibly have to be complete and fulfilled.  He 

bore in himself the true and pure and as yet unsullied image of God.  Yet in 

spite of all this, he fell and with him we fell too.  The devil attacked the 

authority of the Word of God.  “Hath God said?” was his question.  He cast 

doubt on what God really did say.  And when that foundation was 

undermined Adam did not stand.   

Now think of Jesus, the last Adam.  When he was tempted he was not in a 

delightful garden but in a terrible desert.  He was in the wasteland between 

the hill country of Judea and the Dead Sea.  This desert at that time was 

called Jeshimon.  It is a word that means “the destruction.”  When he was 

tempted Jesus was not strong and well fed, but physically taxed by a forty 

day fast.  Kent Hughes puts it in these words: 

He had been without food for six weeks, a characteristic time of crisis for 

such fasts.  He felt like he was sinking, even dying, and a ravishing hunger 

convulsed him.  Furthermore, because he was the Son of God and could 

invoke supernatural powers, the temptation was mighty.  None of us has ever 

been tempted to turn stones into bread, because for us it is impossible.  But 

Jesus could have done it in an instant, and his hunger screamed, “Do it!” 



And remember this too: what Jesus saw in his immediate future was 

suffering after suffering.  He would be despised.  Rejected.  Scorned by 

those he blessed.  He would learn what it was to be a man of sorrows and 

acquainted with grief.  He would suffer physically in ways that we can 

hardly imagine.  Worse, he would suffer spiritually, as he, the Holy One of 

God would become filthy with the sins of his people.  And finally, on the 

cross, he would descend into hell as God would forsake him, turning away 

from him in judgement.  And yet, though tempted as none other, Jesus 

remained faithful and true.   

 Let’s turn to the temptations and take them one by one.   

The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become 

bread.”   

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone.’”   

Now Jesus was in a weakened state.  He was famished.  And he had the 

power to change stones to bread.  And the devil attacked him in the same 

way he had attacked Eve years earlier in the Garden of Eden.  Back then he 

asked, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden?’”  

Now he says to Jesus, “If you are the Son of God...”  Well God the Father 

had just declared him so to be.  “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I 



am well pleased,” were the Father’s words.  “But,” Satan was saying, “you 

cannot take God at his word.  You must prove it.  Turn to stones to bread and 

kill two birds with one stone.  Prove God is true and satisfy your hunger.”   

Jesus would do no such thing.  First, he believed the Word of God.  He said, 

“Man does not live on bread alone.”  In Deuteronomy, where this quotation 

comes from, it says, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word 

that comes from the mouth of the Lord.”  Jesus knew that the word of God 

was true and authoritative and the rock upon which a faithful life had to be 

built.  He would not call it into question; he would simply obey it.  Beloved, 

it is no coincidence that today, when the faith is attacked and people lift up 

ungodliness and unrighteousness, they first ridicule and attack the truth and 

the authority of the Bible.  They think, “If the foundations be destroyed, 

what can the righteous do?”  We can give thanks today that this foundation 

will stand forever.   

Surely the people are grass.  The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the 

word of our God stands forever. (Isaiah 40:7b, 8) 

Let me say one more word about this first temptation before going on.  We 

cannot be tempted to turn stones into bread.  It is beyond our power.  But 



there is an application to us here nevertheless.  We are often tempted to go 

beyond the boundaries that God has set for us in order to satisfy our desires.  

We forget to trust that God will supply our needs in the way that will give 

him the greatest glory and his children the greatest blessing.  Let me give 

you one example.  Lying.  People sometimes lie on resumes in order to get a 

particular job.  They can lie about the condition of a car in order to get a 

better price.  They can lie about their past in order to pursue a relationship 

with someone.  They hide this part and embellish that part so the real person 

cannot be seen.  In each of these cases the principle is the same: the person 

doesn’t believe that God will provide what is necessary.  They don’t believe 

God will take care of them and so, rather than waiting upon the Lord, they 

take matters into their own hands.  That is something that Jesus didn’t do.  If 

the Father wanted him in the desert, to the desert he would go.  If the Father 

wanted him hungry for a season, hungry he would be.  He trusted his Father 

would take care of it one way or another—and whatever way he did, it was 

fine with Jesus.  He waited upon his Father.  What would have happened, for 

instance, if Adam, on finding out that Eve had eaten the forbidden fruit, 

instead of taking things into his own hands had waited upon the Lord?   

 The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant all 

the kingdoms of the world.  And he said to him, “I will give you all their 



authority and splendour, for it has been given to me, and I can give it to 

anyone I want to.  So if you worship me, it will all be yours.” 

 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve 

him only.” 

The temptation here is for Jesus to take the crown without first having taken 

up the cross.  For a small and fleeting genuflection to the devil Jesus would 

not have to experience the ingratitude of the lepers he had cleansed.  He 

could forgo Gethsemane.  He would not have to hear Peter’s betrayal.  The 

scourging, the mocking, the crucifixion would go by the boards.  He could 

be what one man called a “shortcut Saviour.”  The results would have been 

disastrous.  Intimacy with the Father broken. No atonement.  No forgiveness.  

No righteousness.  No life.   

 The devil is tempting Jesus here to walk on that broad and easy road 

that leads to destruction and how often that same temptation comes to us!  

Take the easy way out.  Avoid painful confrontation.  Follow the path of 

least resistance.  In the autumn Bible Study on biblical principles of 

peacemaking we saw that one of the main reasons for problems to grow and 

fester in churches and families and at workplaces was an unwillingness to 

confront situations that needed confronting.  When ignored 



misunderstandings harden.  Resentments build.  All sorts of sin can and does 

break out.  Now confronting people in situations like this is hard work.  It is 

unpleasant.  It can cause us to lose sleep.  But the Bible says, “Woe to them 

who say, ‘Peace, peace,’ when there is no peace.”  Such an easy and 

indifferent peace is idolatry.  There is a verse in Jeremiah 6 in which God 

reprimands certain prophets and priests.  He says of them, “They dress the 

wound of my people as though it were not serious.”  You could put it this 

way: They seek a cheap grace instead of real grace.  They want God’s 

blessings without God.  They want new life without repentance.  They want 

the impossible—and what will lead them to destruction. 

 The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest point 

of the temple.  “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down 

from here.  For it is written: ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to 

guard you carefully; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not 

strike your foot against a stone.’”  

 Jesus answered, “It says: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

In this temptation Satan asks Jesus to put God to the test.  “You believe his 

Word.  You are a faithful man.  So Psalm 91 is the psalm for you.  Cast 



yourself from the temple.  It will further your ministry.  You will make a 

sensation.  So step out in faith and take the plunge.” 

 Jesus knew, however, that he had been given no word from God to 

cast himself off the temple.    He did not have to prove God’s faithfulness.  

He was not supposed to try to force God to act.  He had only to obey.  Let 

me give you a couple of applications.  The Bible says that Christians are 

supposed to marry Christians, not unbelievers.  Sometimes, however, when a 

Christian falls in love with an unbeliever he or she will say, “I’ll go ahead 

and get married anyway and ask God to convert my husband—my wife.”  

That is backwards.  It is putting God to the test.  The proper response to such 

a situation is to break it off and to ask God to convert the unbeliever.  If he 

does, then you are free to marry.  If he doesn’t, you are not.   

I once knew of a couple that was thinking of moving into this area because 

of an employment opportunity.  After thinking about it long and hard and 

taking it to the Lord in prayer, the husband decided it was the best thing for 

his family.  Now his wife disagreed.  She didn’t want to leave her home.  So 

she said, “Look.  The Lord God is sovereign.  If he changes my heart about 

this, as he is fully capable of doing, I’ll go.”  Again, that is backwards.  It is 

putting the Lord to the test.  How much better would it have been had she 



said, “Lord, as a Christian wife I will submit myself wholeheartedly to my 

husband’s decision, commit myself to your keeping and ask you to change 

my heart about this and fill it with joy instead of distress.”  Such a prayer 

will be honoured. 

Beloved, the Son of God chose to live in absolute submission to the will of 

God the Father in every temptation.  He desire was to do what God had 

commanded him to do.  If that is true of Jesus, God’s only begotten Son, 

how much more true ought it to be for his adopted children?  We are to live 

“on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.  We are to “worship 

the Lord our God and serve him only.  We are never to put our Lord “to the 

test.”  How are we to do this?  When Martin Luther was asked how he 

overcame the temptations of the devil he said, “Well, when he comes 

knocking at the door of my heart and asks, ‘Who lives here?’ the dear Lord 

Jesus goes to the door and says, ‘Martin Luther used to live here, but he has 

moved out.  Now I live here.’”  If Christ fills your heart, the devil can’t 

come in.  God grant us grace to so fill us with his Son, that we might ever 

live to serve and please him only.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


