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Luke 4:! “After his baptism, Jesus, full of the  Holy Spirit returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the 
wilderness where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.” 
 
I beg your indulgence if I begin this sermon with reference to an event that occurred at least twenty years ago while I 
was still the rector of the parish of St. John’s LA. The event followed the determination of the youth group to conduct 
Evening Prayer through out Lent as their contribution  to the worship life of the parish. I was  present at their first 
attempt and after the service, the president of the youth group, whose name was Teiko said to me,”Ok, Father 
Traynham, give us your evaluation.”  I laughed and replied, “You want my evaluation?” Teiko responded, “No , Father 
Traynham, we don’t want your evaluation, but we need it.” 
 
Nobody wants evaluation, as Teiko said, but we may need it. Evaluation is criticism and nobody likes criticism, but 
criticism is important, maybe even essential, if we wish  to become better. Honest criticism reinforces our good points 
and corrects our bad. Evaluation is important if we are trying  to accomplish something, if we are trying to get 
something right. Christians are called to live into the fullness of the stature of Christ. We are to become like our lord. 
Along the way we need to learn how we are doing. Most of us don’t like evaluation or criticism because, for one thing, 
it can result in hurt feelings. We may discover that what we thought we did well didn’t come cross that way. Of course 
we may also discover that it did. Not all criticism is negative. 
 
I laughed when Teiko made her request because I knew she and the other members of the Youth Fellowship, thought 
of me as a perfectionist. They were sure I had some “suggestions”, ... and I did. I don’t think of myself as a 
perfectionist, of course, I just like things done right...,and I admit that the definition  of right is sometimes, my way. 
But,...as I explained to them on that occasion, I am critical of my own actions too, because I know I do not always do 
what is right. Self criticism or self examination is even more important than external criticism. Because we can  admit 
that we can err or do things poorly , or do bad things, it is possible to accept and to profit from criticism. Because of 
this we can change and grow. If we can’t accept criticism from others, and we cannot evaluate our own thoughts and 
actions candidly, we will not grow and growth is what the faith is all about. 
 
Today’s gospel talks about Jesus’ temptations. In the Lord’s prayer, what most of us learned as “Lead us not into 
temptation“ is now sometimes expressed as “Do not put us to the test.”  Most students say they would prefer to avoid 
tests, but none can completely, because tests are evaluations. They let us know how we are doing and where we are 
in the growth cycle. We pray  not to be put to the test because  as Teiko said, we don’t want it. We might fail. But we 
don’t seriously expect to avoid it always, because we need it. The thing is to test ourselves...to examine ourselves. 
Then the external evaluation may not come as such a shock to our egos and we will grow as a result. 
 
The passage begins by noting that Jesus was on a high when he was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be 
tempted by the devil. At baptism, he had just been  declared  the “beloved Son of God..” He was full of the Holy 
Spirit.  He had just been set apart for a mission. He was somebody. Now that mission would have to be defended. 
“My son”,  said the wise man, “if you come to serve the Lord, prepare your soul for temptation.” 
 
In this story, Jesus is put to the test. But the story is objectified. What occurred internally in Jesus heart and mind is 
made into an objective story about a conversation between himself and the devil. The story dramatizes the internal 
debate. Unfortunately ,since most of us do not have conversations with an obvious devil, we may not identify our 
temptations with those of Jesus. Yet the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews says , “He was tempted in every way as 
we are, yet he did not sin.” And that is what he means. Jesus passed his test, but he was really tempted to do 
something he realized he shouldn’t do, and like us his temptations were custom made as ours are. After all, what 
tempts one person may leave another cold. Angelo in Shakespeare’s play “Measure for Measure” was unmoved by 
the ladies of the evening, but he was prepared  to commit murder for the chance to seduce a virtuous maid. Because 
temptations  are made to order it behoves us not to scorn others who fail a test we could have passed with ease. It 
may be that they would not even  notice the stone that makes us stumble. Temptations are made to order because 
they are fashioned to test us not someone else. 
 
Finally, don’t get hung up on the devil. We actually know old Nick better than most of us want to think. Unfortunately 
we don’t usually  recognize him until it is too late. 
 



We are told that the  Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness for his temptation. That seems to say that on balance, it may 
not have been what Jesus wanted, but God knew he needed it. So what we have is a story about  evaluation, self 
evaluation or self examination. Jesus examines his motives and his purposes and comes out with a clearer 
understanding of himself and of what God expects of him than he had when he first went into the wilderness. In other 
words, he grew. 
 
The wilderness is that place where we are alone and challenged to rise to the occasion . The wilderness is wherever 
our moral and spiritual strength is tested. 
 
So the story tells us something about temptation or self- examination even before we get into  the particulars. Jesus 
did not know for sure where he stood on the issues until  a part of him  suggested he do what he then realized he 
couldn’t or shouldn’t do. That part of him the evangelist calls the devil. The devil here is not the evil one, but the 
adversary, maintaining the opposite side of the argument. Remember, temptation in itself is not an evil. It is a test. In 
the book of Job, God lets the devil test Job to demonstrate his righteousness. Temptation may lead to evil if we give 
into it.,, when you realize it is the wrong thing  to do and still do it for your own reasons. To be tempted is human. To 
consent to the evil that tempts you  is sin.  Nobody is responsible for who knocks on your door. All of us are 
responsible for  who we invite to move in. 
 
So what were Jesus’ temptations and how do they relate to us?  The first temptation was to turn stones into bread. 
Jesus was fasting. He was hungry. Hungry people often dream of food. Know that the devil tempts us with the things 
we want. Many churches have a food cupboard, or a breakfast or a dinner program and in many ways  they try 
to  address the material needs of the poor or needy. 
 
It is the easiest thing in the world to conclude that if we could  deal with peoples material needs, we could save the 
world. Scripture itself says, in the day of judgement those  who feed the hungry and clothe the naked will enter the 
kingdom. The devil seems to have a point. Yet if there were enough to eat, would wars cease? And why is there  not 
enough to eat anyway?  The world produces enough food to feed its population. That is a fact. If we don’t feed 
everyone it is because of unequal distribution . The rich have much which is why the poor have little. To distribute it  
equitably we would either have to  force the haves to give to the have nots or persuade them. If we forced them, we 
could not maintain that distribution long.  And if we persuaded them, it would be because we changed their hearts, 
not because we produced more bread. 
 
People really do not live by material things alone. What is the old joke? “Money may not be the most important thing 
in the world, but it is way out in front of what ever is  in third place. But that still puts money in second place. In the 
first place is our understanding of the purpose and  meaning of life. A sense of direction and accomplishment , a hope 
and a vision. That is  what the “Word of God’ refers to . People need material things for life. People need spiritual 
values in order to really live. Jesus was tempted as we are, to choose a good thing in place of a better, and he 
rejected the temptation. 
 
The second temptation was to rule the world with the help of the devil. What better thing than that all nations should 
be ruled by Jesus Christ? That is the promise of the last days. But that was not quite the devil’s offer. He offered to let 
Jesus rule if he, the devil, could be  the power behind the throne. Power at the price of compromise. Now before you 
reject that out of hand, remember, that is what politics is often about. So long as people hold differing views and have 
different interests, often compromise is the only way forward. Peace, social order, creative growth, progress, all are 
based on compromise, “Quid pro quo”’. You give me this, I’ll give you that. Just think of it, the devil says,... unlimited 
power to do good. What does it matter if there is a little  chicanery , a little graft, a little whatever? The end justifies 
the means. If we have to kill a few people  to do good to the many , if we have to discriminate against some to keep 
the majority happy, why not? 
 
J. R. R. Tolkien’s “Lord of the Rings” is a tale about an all powerful ring that had to be destroyed because anyone 
who used it , no matter how good, became possessed by it and turned to evil. That is the problem with the devil’s 
offer. To accept it , Jesus would have had to forfeit his moral authority. He would have ceased to be who he was, a 
servant of his Father, and become a servant of the devil. 
Most politicians don’t have absolute power so their compromises and consequently their corruption is less. Yet for the 
christian,... and all of us in one way or another are involved  in politics... there is another kingdom. The one Jesus 
opted for. The one where  love is the ethic and in which  there is no compromise. The kingdom does not dominate the 
world, but it is in the world. It evaluates and judges the world, and it can make it better, precisely because it holds up 
love as the motive and the goal of action. It is for this kingdom Jesus opted instead of for the devil and all the 
kingdoms of this world. 



 
Finally, there is the  ultimate temptation. Jesus has renounced the route of buying peoples allegiance with material 
goods and he will not enforce their allegiance through political power. “Throw yourself down from the pinnacle of the 
temple and make God save you. People will see the angels catch you  and know you are who you say you are. 
Compel their belief. “ Of the three, this seems the most bizarre and foreign idea. But if we look closely, we may find 
that it may be the most  pervasive temptation, and one to which we also have been tempted. For what is the devil 
proposing? Since  you are God’s son, God must take care of you. Why not make that clear to all by forcing God’s 
hand? The devil is suggesting Jesus bargain with God. “I’ll do what your want  provided you do this for me, or in this 
case, you keep me safe from harm.” How many of us, facing financial , health  or relational problems ask, why did this 
happen to me? I’ve tried to be good. This wasn’t part of the bargain. Why do I deserve this? We stop believing in 
God. We stop talking to God.  We grow angry with him.  We complain that he didn’t keep his side of the bargain. Will 
Jesus who  has renounced these other means, now insist on his own will,or renounce it too for God’s will? It is  in this 
temptation that Jesus first embraced the cross. 
 
Jacob at Bethel tried to bargain with God. But that will never work. God is the creator. We are the creatures. Jesus 
didn’t want to die. The question was would he if required? The question was, was  he prepared to  serve God 
regardless, or was there a proviso...provided that God kept him safe or didn’t do this or did that? In the end that is the 
issue,...will we trust God and leave the outcome in his hands? Will we examine ourselves in the light of  his 
judgement. If we will, we will grow into his likeness. If we exalt our wills over the divine will, there is no hope. 
 
You will have noticed that in the last temptation, the devil also quotes scripture. He can sometimes, because he 
distorts the text. He can sometimes also, because scripture, in addition to containing the word of God also records 
the prejudices of men. So we must discern the  the spirit not just the words.  That is what Jesus does in this story. 
 
If you read the gospels carefully you will see that while Jesus determined who he was and in what direction he would 
go as a result of his self examination, like us he had to review and reaffirm those decisions and insights many times 
before the end. “The devil left him”  the passage says, “until an opportune time”. That is a little scary. It means the 
tests are not over. The devil will be back. He will take the form of Peter or later he will appear in the darkness of 
Gethsemane, and finally on the cross itself. Our self examination  should like Jesus’ be continuous. If it is, like him we 
will continue to grow. 
 
 


