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Beginning on Ash Wednesday, the Christian church, in its many expressions, takes off on a symbolic 
40-day journey with Jesus.  It is a liturgical journey to the cross that will take us  to Jerusalem where 
tears will be cried.  It takes us and calls us to a moment of repentance to turn our lives around for 
God.  It offers us this year the story of the forgiveness of a Prodigal Son.  It takes us to the triumphal 
entry into the holy city which ends in betrayal, and it ends with the death penalty and a final victory, so it 
is a long story.   
  
The stories that make up this Lenten journey come this year from the writer of Luke.  They are stories 
which are historically specific, yet universal in their ultimate meaning.  The Lenten journey that we take 
with Jesus is about life—life lived according to the narrative of the gospel which makes us truly, in this 
world, strange folks.  To live by this narrative of the gospel is to be an oddball.  It is a story about what 
we can expect when we claim the way of Christ as our path and what to expect when we wander in the 
wilderness.  The stories in Luke are like life itself—messy.  They are difficult, and they are even 
frightening at points.  They are not really what we want to hear.   
  
On this first Sunday of Lent, our walk with Jesus takes us immediately into the dark contours of 
temptation, wanting that which we are not to want, or at least not now.  Unlike some of the other 
gospels, Luke’s account of the wilderness’ temptation comes with specifics.  Jesus is going to be forced 
to choose between demonic earthly alliances and the god of justice and Torah-based 
righteousness.  This is the choice that is always for the faithful.  Will we succumb to earthly worldly 
temptations or will we remain faithful to our faith story?  
  
The first challenge to the Son of God is to turn stone into bread.  The devil is quite slick.  The title “Son 
of God” gives us some sense of what is at stake.  Luke has written this story so that Jesus has a title 
from the get-go.  Now, in the first century Palestine, there was only one Son of God, and this Son of 
God came on the stage of history long before Jesus did.  This Son of God was Caesar.  They put this 
title on Roman coins.  They put this title on monuments throughout the Roman Empire.  They paraded 
this title around town, so when people in that first century heard “Son of God”, they immediately thought 
Caesar, but the gospels rename Jesus as such, and when they do this, the gospels are not simply 
engaging in a theological claim (although they are), but they are making a direct challenge into the 
sovereignty of the Roman Empire.  The devil in this story does the bidding for Rome and seeks to 
separate Jesus from his allegiance to the God of Israel.  The devil is the way that we talk about the 
powers of darkness of our world.   
  
Certainly, the Son of God could do a bread-making magic trick.  That is the offer being made by the 
devil.  Instead, Jesus cites scripture, insisting that God will define His mission and use of power.  So, 
for us, this first temptation is a cautionary tale about turning God into a vending machine.  It seems to 
me that the temptation to be disappointed in God has to do with this temptation on all of our parts to 
turn God into a vending machine—offer up the right prayers, make the right requests and get what you 
want—but Jesus is saying that’s not how it will work, so the devil ups the ante.  Although he fails to 
tempt Jesus by bread, he puts the kingdoms of the world on the table now.   
  
If you ever watch cable TV, those sports channels, they have those images of poker tables in Las 
Vegas, and all of those slick guys are hanging around playing for lots of money.  The devil is sort of at 
that table offering him the next bid, the next gamble, so the kingdoms of the world are lifted up now.   
  



Verse 6 reveals that these kingdoms and their power are in the possession of the demonic one.  The 
devil says to Jesus “To You I will give glory, authority and power, for it has been given over to me, and I 
give it to whomever I please”.  The proposal here to Jesus is not one of generic power but of worldly 
power.  The devil is saying “If You worship me, I’m going to give you social power, economic power, 
political power, religious power.  I’m going to give You all the power that shapes people’s lives.  I am 
going to give You the power that people are always tempted to give their lives over to”.  Jesus responds 
by reciting Deuteronomy 6:13.  Deuteronomy, as you may remember, is the second law.  It’s the fifth 
book of Torah.  It is the second time that the Torah is being expounded before the Israelites go into the 
Promised Land.  They needed to hear that law again because they were forgetting it, and Jesus goes to 
Deuteronomy and says “Worship the Lord your God and serve only Him”.   
  
The universal message for us in this second temptation is about a cautionary tale, not to confuse the 
powers of the world with the power and agenda of God, as they are often in conflict with one another.  It 
is a message we need to hear on many levels, but in our election season now, we need to hear it 
again.  The agenda of the powers and principalities and those running for office is not the same as the 
politics of Jesus.  If you are a Democrat or a Republican, it is important to remember that, so Jesus is 
making this point that the devil will not suck Him into worldly seductions around power, that Jesus will 
stay steadfast in His faith to the God of Israel.   
  
This drama continues on to a third temptation.  You can only imagine, as I do, that the devil here is 
getting frustrated because he has not rattled Jesus yet.  The third leg of this temptation comes in the 
form of the Jerusalem Temple.  Jerusalem, of course, was the center of first century secular and 
religious power, and it is the locale which permeates the gospel and, in particular, Jewish life in that 
day.  The Temple was where many Jews felt that God lived.  In this third temptation, the writer of Luke 
has the devil perhaps in frustration, mimicking Jesus by quoting scripture.  The devil is saying “I can 
play this game as well as You can”, and the devil tries to argue that the command to throw yourself 
down is all under God’s control, that if you have God under control, you will be just fine.  It is really a 
testing moment for Jesus but Jesus again pulls out the Torah for a third time and declares that He will 
not demand any display any power from God but will trust and act only on God’s direction.  So, Jesus’ 
response to this demonic temptation is a declaration that God is not to be used.  God is not to be used 
for our own agendas.   
Although the scene ends with yet another demonic challenge successfully met, Luke promises with the 
shadow of Jerusalem looming, the devil will be back at an opportune time.   
  
The gospel stories talk about Jesus being assaulted almost all the time by the forces of darkness, so 
that really sets the context for Lent, that it is a struggle.  It is a walk with the powers of darkness.  It is a 
call to repent and to be strong in the faith.  Lent, like much of life, begins with challenges that we are 
always called to live in tension with.  Lent calls us to be cautious of, and to take seriously, the powers of 
the world—to take seriously the darkness that, with great subtlety shapes so much of our lives.  Lent 
calls us to be aware of the temptations that lead us astray and can cause us to violate the very essence 
of faithfulness, and the essence of faithfulness is always to trust God and to listen deeply for what is 
God’s agenda.  Trusting in God and listening deeply is the call of Lent.   
  
Lent is, finally, to know that as people of the Christian tradition, our abilities to withstand the temptations 
of the world requires that our lives be grounded in the biblical narrative.  As you certainly saw, Jesus is 
constantly responding to the devil by going back to the Torah, going back to scripture and we, as 
Christians, need to ground our lives in an informed, responsible understanding of the Bible, lest we 
cave in to the temptation to use the Bible for greeting cards and magic tricks.   
  
The United Church of Christ Lenten devotional book that we are using in the “Out of the Box” class has 
an interesting title this year.  The title is four words --“Heart, Soul, Mind, Strength”.  These four 
descriptive words point towards the demands of the Lenten path.  To walk with Jesus requires that the 
heart, mind and soul be dedicated to the journey, for it is a journey that requires much strength and a 
true longing for transformation, but it is a journey through which we gain strength, the strength that we 



need to live life faithfully, and to walk the journey all the way with Christ, so Lent gives us this time to 
prepare our lives, to prepare our journeys, to prepare our hearts, souls and minds, and to gain the 
strength that we need to live out of this gospel story, so we begin that journey on this Sunday by 
engaging with the story of temptation in the wilderness, making it our own, and living it out in 
faithfulness as Jesus has shown us.  Thanks be to God.  May God be with us during this Lenten 
season.  Amen. 
  


