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Sermon on Matthew 4.1-11 – The Temptation of Jesus 
HC  St Nicholas  Cuddington,  10  am  Sunday  1  March  2020 

 

PRAYER. 
 
Good morning!   It’s the first Sunday in Lent, St David’s Day and also the third weekend in a 
row with a named storm barrelling through….  I guess these things aren’t somehow related, 
although clearly in this season of Lent we may have reason to think about  stormy weather 
on a number of fronts – whether it’s a new virus causing mayhem around the world or more 
crazy politics, or maybe just particular challenges we are facing in our own lives.   

But what is Lent, exactly? Last Sunday Graham Carr asked, ‘why have Lent’?  Ever 
since antiquity, Christians have followed the story of our salvation each year with particular 
emphasis on the birth life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. The climax of that 
story is that Jesus died for us and rose from the dead, and in that way defeated the power of 
sin and death. Lent is the period in which we prepare for Easter, following Jesus on the path 
that led him to the Cross and the resurrection.  
 Since at least the 4th century, that period of preparation and fasting has been 
observed for 40 days. Why 40 days? There is a certain amount of mystery about that, and 
church practice varied on this for quite some time. For example, in the Western church it 
was always 6 weeks leaving out Sundays, but starting on Ash Wednesday to make up the 40. 
In some parts of the Eastern church like Jerusalem it seems to have been 8 weeks leaving out 
both Saturdays and Sundays. And so on.  (The good news about Lent is that you can’t fast on 
Sundays! That matters quite a lot at my house… )  
  But the origin seems to be related to preparing candidates for baptism, which 
historically always happened at Easter. And for Christians in general it meant traditionally a 
period of repentance, of almsgiving, and of spiritual reflection. 
In the Bible, 40 days of fasting and reflection are associated with Moses and Elijah, and 
especially with Jesus himself.   

In the lectionary assigned for today, our reading from the gospel of Matthew draws 
attention to this period of Jesus spending 40 days in the wilderness preparing himself for his 
ministry with prayer and fasting. The conflict with Satan already anticipates his defeat of the 
power of sin and death.  
 This passage is sometimes called the Temptation or Testing of Jesus – although it’s 
about much more than temptation. Even in the church many people struggle with that idea – 
what is temptation, exactly? Is it something to do with food and dieting? About not having 
that extra chocolate brownie or cream pie?  Or maybe it’s to do with binge shopping, or 
gambling? Or with sex?  Actually, the reality is that in the first instance temptation is about 
none of those things, even though any or all of them can be a tool or trigger.  
 Jesus consciously opens himself up to this testing on our behalf, and emerges 
victorious.  And yet the prayer he teaches his disciples contains the double request ‘Lead us 
not into temptation, but instead deliver us from Evil’ – or more accurately, from the Evil One.  
 So we’ll do well to note a striking observation, which runs through the Bible’s 
accounts of temptation from Adam and Eve to King David to Jesus. What seems to tempt or 
test us is in fact always just a smoke-screen: the presenting object of desire is always just a 
glossy cover for something much more serious and sinister. Hence, “Do not lead us into 
temptation, but deliver us from the Evil One.”  
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 Temptation may be subtle and nuanced, or it may be intense and passionate. But it’s 
never just a harmless exercise of delicious reflection on that piece of cream pie: “Will I or 
won’t I? Is the upside better than the downside?” No, it goes to the core of life and death, to a 
choice between God’s way or another way – and about which of those will become my way. 
 Let’s have a look at that passage. Jesus, we read, is led into the wilderness – 
interestingly not by the devil but by the Spirit. To find ourselves in the wilderness is not 
itself the work of the devil. But after fasting and loneliness for 40 days, the tempter comes to 
Jesus to rock the very foundations of his trust in God. That is the real aim of temptation: not 
the trivial bait of tasting forbidden fruit, but getting you to deny the love of God. It’s a trial 
that probes and tests the deepest fibre of our being. 
 The drama that unfolds here follows strikingly along the lines of Adam and Eve – 
except that where they failed, Jesus succeeds. Let’s have a look at how it works. 
 In the case of Adam and Eve, Step One is to get someone alone. And to tell them 
they’re missing out on the meaning of life: never mind what God or trusted friends are saying 
– why shouldn’t you rely on your own individual interpretation? The serpent speaks to Eve 
alone, not Eve and Adam, and certainly not to their fellowship with the Lord himself who 
walks with them in the garden.  
 Step Two is to diminish and belittle the word of God. The tempter caricatures what 
God said: ‘Did God really say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?’ Of course God 
absolutely did not say that – in fact almost exactly the opposite! But Eve rises to the bait, and 
figures that well, hmm! Didn’t he say something a bit like that? Maybe God’s instruction 
really is a bit unreasonable and unrealistic. And the serpent encourages this sense that what’s 
on the page cannot possibly be what is meant: ‘Of course you won’t die! God himself knows 
… that your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God!’  
 Step Three is simply to move in for the kill. By eliminating God’s command, the 
tempter reduces us to a gibbering moral and rational wreck. He leaves us driven by 
disordered affections, like leaves in the wind – a lust for material possession, for aesthetic 
beauty, and for knowledge as power. ‘Seeing that the tree was good for food, and a delight to the 
eyes, and desirable to make one wise, she took of the fruit and ate.’ Adam is happy enough to 
follow the peer pressure – if my mate does it, it must be OK. 
 The approach is strikingly similar with Jesus. Once again, Step One: get him alone. 
Step Two: eliminate the plain sense of what God says, supposedly in the name of being 
reasonable and objective. ‘If you really are the Son of God….’ Surely then you can be and do 
whatever pleases you!  
 What’s interesting here is not of course the tempter. No, what Satan does is always 
thoroughly unoriginal and boringly predictable! What’s interesting is that unlike Adam and 
Eve in the garden, Jesus does not rise to the bait. He does not agree with the invited distortion 
of what God has ‘really’ said. Instead, he finds in the Word of God the only true account of 
God’s life-giving presence: However powerful and absolute our affections may seem, it is 
only God himself who provides truly satisfying nourishment: ‘man … shall live by every word 
that proceeds from the mouth of God’.  
 After failing on that score, the tempter decides for Step Three to raise the stakes. 
This time it’s to flatter the human desire to know God and be like God – again, like Adam 
and Eve. First, perverting the appeal to Scripture: if you really are God’s favourite, then jump 
off this cliff, because surely the Bible itself promises you the power to do so. But Jesus sees 
right through this: “Again it is written, Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”  
 Once that fails, the Evil One quietly forgets about Scripture because he knows he 
can’t win that game. Instead, he appeals, as in Genesis, to the human lust for power, beauty 
and possession: “all the kingdoms of this world and their splendour” I will give you. But faced 
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with the devil’s pretence to speak as if he were God, Jesus simply returns to Scripture’s most 
basic affirmation of God: “You shall worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” 
 The great encouragement of this story is that in the storms of life it allows us to pray 
the prayer of Jesus as our own – because he has gone before us. “Lead us not into Temptation 
but deliver us from the Evil One”: by the very act of praying that prayer with Jesus and with 
the church, we have already been given the upper hand in our conversation with the Enemy. 
Our reading from Romans reminds us that just self-destructive choices of Adam and Eve 
brought death to all, so also through the obedience of the one man Jesus his gift of 
righteousness and life came to all people. Let’s grasp that promise by making his prayer our 
own this Lent.  

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms 
of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you 
will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is 
written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” Then the devil left him, 
and suddenly angels came and waited on him.   

 
AMEN 


