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If you are the Son of God, you should not have to face any temptations.  At least that’s what the 
movie about Jesus currently in theaters, entitled “Son of God,” seems to indicate because its version 
of his life’s story doesn’t include such an account.   In the adult Sunday school class last week, we 
were asked to list the top ten events in Jesus’ story.  With last week’s focus on the transfiguration, 
not everyone had that event as one of their top ten, but the temptations were there I think on just 
about everyone’s list.  Perhaps the class would have handled the story of Jesus in movie form better 
than the director of “Son of God” did.  Each year on the first Sunday in Lent, the lectionary’s 
scriptural focus is on the story of the temptations Jesus faced.   
  
Right after Jesus is identified in his baptism as God’s Son by a heavenly voice and just before his 
public ministry begins, this year we hear Matthew’s account of  Jesus facing a time of trial, testing, 
or temptation – you can choose whatever word you think best describes it.  It seems to be a time 
when he is gaining clarity about how he would live out his identity and purpose.  The process 
begins by his being led into the wilderness by God’s Spirit, where Jesus goes into a time of fasting 
and prayer for forty days and nights, which sets the length of the Lenten season for us.    
  
What then comes to him were ideas or temptations that focus on his identity and purpose.  Having 
not eaten for a long time, the first temptation presents itself: “If you are the Son of God, command 
these stones to become loaves of bread.”  What would be wrong about there being fewer stones in 
the wilderness and some bread in one’s stomach?  And yet, Jesus resists such an idea.  He did not 
want the scope of his ministry narrowed to just one area of physical need and to only one person, 
that being himself.  No, as the Son of God, his ministry needed to be as vast and deep as the ocean, 
and here was the enticement to just take a Dixie cup and fill it up.  To tend to human hunger is not a 
bad thing, but it was not to be the total focus of Jesus’ ministry, and his life’s focus was not on 
himself, but on offering himself to all of humanity.  Although we certainly don’t live without it, we 
do not live by bread alone, and as Jesus quotes a scripture passage saying as much, he reaffirms his 
commitment to living in faithfulness to God’s word and call upon his life.  He could trust that his 
physical needs would be met in due time.   
  
It’s not a bad thing to look to scripture for guidance and strength, as Jesus demonstrates.  But the 
second temptation starts with a different quotation from scripture, showing that even the Bible can 
be used for negative purposes.  The enticement comes saying that if the 91st Psalm promises that 
God’s angels will bear you up, then why not test that out and draw quite a bit of attention to 
yourself at the same time by taking a swan dive off the pinnacle of the temple.  But a desire to test 
God emanates not from a sense of trust, but from the lack thereof.  To test God puts us humans in 
the position of knowing when, where, and how the divine promises are supposed to be fulfilled.  
Then if God doesn’t ‘come through,’ we are likely to conclude that God isn’t true to the divine word 
or that God doesn’t even exist.  To put God to the test makes God our servant instead of putting 
ourselves firmly into the role of being a servant of God.   
  
A third temptation comes to Jesus, this one an enticement that he take a major shortcut in order to 
become King of kings and Lord of lords.  The inducement involves getting to a place of power over 
all humanity without taking the difficult journey that love and suffering would require.  Then there 
was that extra detail of worshiping someone other than God that was part of the deal.  Such a route 
would be much easier than having to put up with rather dense disciples and the constant pressure 



from hordes of people who always wanted something from him.  Jesus could have avoided the 
difficult conversations with other spiritual leaders who so disagreed with him.  And he could steer 
clear of his own death on the cross if he followed after this enticement.  But it was not only the end 
results that were important; it was the means that were important as well if he was going to live 
and die with his identity as Son of God in tact.  1  
 
The other temptation story we heard from Genesis is an enticement also set over against identity 
and God’s call.  The humans in the story had been given the task of tilling and keeping the garden, 
caring for that portion of God’s creation in which they lived.  There had been wonderful provision 
for their needs and they had been given great freedom to eat from any of the trees of the garden.  
But there were also limits – a strict prohibition from eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil.  What God wanted was not to keep them in ignorance, but to enable them to live fully 
trusting their Creator and Provider.2 When the enticement and confusion comes, they don’t seek out 
God to get clarity about the boundaries.  The story indicates that there are three areas to keep in 
balance: our identity and vocation, the great freedom we have been given and the few limitations 
also placed before us.   
  
In our baptism we are identified as children of God.  How do we live out that identity in an arena of 
great freedom along with a few boundaries?  Enticements, tests, or temptations will come, whether 
we find ourselves in a garden of plenty or in a wilderness where the provision for our needs is in 
question.  Wherever we are, there will be challenges that give us the occasion to act like true 
children of God or not.  Will we use whatever abilities we have to serve God or to serve ourselves?  
Will we trust God’s path for us or will we put God to the test?  Will we follow the difficult direction 
in which love leads or will we be searching for short cuts and an easier route?  I encourage you, 
during this season of Lent to take on spiritual practices that will lead to growth in your trusting and 
serving relationship with God.  Jesus has faced the challenges that we face.  He shows us  the way to 
faithfulness and he will accompany us, if we are willing to follow his lead.  By God’s grace, let’s live 
like the children of God that we are.   
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
1For this analysis, I’ve relied heavily upon Thomas G. Long’s treatment in the Westminster Bible 
Companion’s Matthew, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville, 1997, pp. 35-39. 
  
2For the ideas here, credit goes to Walter Brueggemann, Interpretation, Genesis, John Knox Press, 
Atlanta, 1982, pp. 40-54.  


