
 

“The Temptation of Jesus” 
(Matthew 4:1-11) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, we saw the two-fold testimony to the identity of the Messiah, 
that of John and that of the Father.  God had sent John out to baptize, to prepare the 
hearts of the people to receive Christ when He came.  He also sent him out to bear 
witness to who this Messiah was.  And when Christ appeared, John did not hesitate to do 
so.  He said, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  “Behold 
the fulfillment of the ages, the hope of God’s people Israel.  This is the One who will 
save us from our sins and open to us the gates of heaven.”  But there was also another 
voice which was heard.  It was the voice of the Father from heaven.  When Jesus was 
baptized, heaven was opened, and the Spirit of God descended in the form of a dove and 
rested upon Him.  And then a voice was heard, which said, “This is My beloved Son, in 
whom My soul delights” (Matt. 3:17).  The Father did not want there to be any mistake.  
He desired to reveal Jesus as the One whom He loved.   
  But, as we had seen earlier, there was someone in particular who did not rejoice in 
this coming of Christ.  There was one who was trying to stop Him from completing His 
work.  That one was the devil.  He was the one who had moved Herod to hate the Child 
and to try to destroy Him.  But he had failed, for the Father has safely removed Him from 
harm’s way before the devil should devour Him.  But the devil was not finished.  He was 
there at every step trying to stop our Lord from completing His work.  This morning, we 
see another attempt, over a period of roughly forty days, in which the tempter tries to turn 
Christ away from His duty into the paths of sin.  What we see here is  
 
  A prelude to the coming defeat of the devil in Christ’s victory over his 
temptations.   
 
I.  First, we see that immediately after His baptism, “Jesus was led up by the Spirit 

into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.”   
A.  Matthew isn’t as specific about the timing as Mark is.   

1.  Matthew simply says “then”, or afterwards, this happened.  But he doesn’t say 
how long.   

2.  Mark writes, “And immediately the Spirit *impelled Him to go out into the 
wilderness” (1:12).   
a.  Jesus came into the world for a very specific purpose.  He didn’t waste any 

time, but used it the best that He could for the glory of the Father.   
b.  This is a tremendous lesson and example for us, as well.  Time is precious.  

We know that it is because we only have so much of it and no more.  Time is 
what life is made of.  We should therefore do everything we can to use our 
time for the glory and honor of the One who created us and saved us, for God 
has a specific purpose for our lives as well.  Christ has left for us and 
example, that we should follow in His footsteps.  We must seek to follow 
them all.   
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B.  But notice also the urgency of what Jesus was to do.   

1.  Matthew simply tells us that Jesus was “led up by the Spirit into wilderness,” 
whereas we have just read in Mark that “the Spirit impelled Him to go out into 
the wilderness.”   

2.  Matthew refers to the meekness of Christ, and His willingness to follow His 
Father’s will, no matter where He might lead Him.   

3.  But Mark is focussing on the work of the Spirit’s guidance, who is like a mighty 
force, compelling us by His gracious influence to do those things which the Lord 
has ordained.   

4.  Here too we can learn from the example of Christ.   
a.  God has given to us His Spirit.  He has done so that the Spirit might lead us 

into all the paths of God.  Paul writes, “For all who are being led by the Spirit 
of God, these are sons of God” (Rom. 8:14).  The paths into which He leads 
us, of course, are those which are laid down in His Word, for the Spirit is the 
author of that Word.   

b.  And what should our response be to that leading?  We must follow of course!  
Paul writes, “If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit” (Gal. 
5:25).  The benefit we receive is that if we walk by the Spirit, we “will not 
carry out the desire of the flesh” (5:16).  And for the Christian, there can be 
no greater joy.   

 
C.  Now Matthew also gives to us the purpose:  that He might be tempted by the devil.   

1.  To be tempted means to be tried or tested.  It is often used negatively, especially 
when it is used with the devil in mind, for he always tempts to do evil.   

2.  But it does not mean to tempt to evil in itself.  When God is said to tempt, what 
is meant is that He puts someone on trial to see what is in his heart.   
a.  In Deuteronomy 8:2, Moses tells the Israelites the reason why they were in 

the wilderness those forty years.  He says, “And you shall remember all the 
way which the LORD your God has led you in the wilderness these forty 
years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what was in your 
heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not” (Deu. 8:2).   

b.  It is not that the Father did not know what was in their hearts to begin with.  
He knows all things perfectly and from all eternity.  It is impossible for God 
to learn anything new.   

c.  But when He tests us, He does so in order to prove us, to show us whether or 
not the things we say are true, or whether we really mean them or not.   

d.  And when He does this, He often uses the devil for that purpose.  And what 
better instrument could there be?  The word devil means “slanderer,” and that 
is what he does:  he attempts to slander everyone of God’s children.  He is 
also called “the accuser” (Rev. 12:10), for he relentlessly accuses us before 
the Father.  His other name “Satan” means “adversary,” for he has set himself 
fully against God and against God’s people.   

e.  When God tempts, He never tempts to evil.  This is what He tells us in James 
1:13-17).  But sometimes He allows our adversary, the devil, to tempt us to 
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evil.  When He does this, the devil, being true to his name and nature, seeks 
to do us harm.  But in these things, God seeks our good.  He thinks about the 
good end that He has in view, and then sovereignly permits the evil one to do 
his work that He might overrule it for our good.   

f.  The Spirit impelled Christ to go out into the wilderness that He too might be 
put to the test, that God might bring good out of it.   

 
3.  The Spirit led Him out to try His faith.   

a.  This sounds strange, doesn’t it?  That Christ’s faith should be put on trial.   
b.  But if it does, we are forgetting that fundamental truth which the Bible 

teaches us about Christ:  Christ was fully man.  When He became a man, He 
subjected Himself to all of the limitations of manhood, to all of its 
weaknesses.  It is the person of the Son of God, who is the person within 
Christ.  But Christ is fully man, as well as fully God.   

c.  If we think of Christ as One who had in that human nature all of the attributes 
of deity, as well as humanity, we are mistaken.  Christ, in His divine nature, 
does have all of the attributes of deity.  But in His human nature, He has only 
the attributes of humanity.  It was the man, Christ Jesus, who was tempted.   

d.  The devil knew that God could never sin.  But it may have not been so clear 
to him that this man standing before Him could not sin, for He was a man.  
And Jesus, by reason of His pure and holy nature, could not have sinned.  He 
would have had a perfect revulsion of it, as well as a perfect love for the 
Father’s will.  But even so the devil sought to make Him transgress against 
the Father’s holy commandments.   

e.  It is not this way with us.  We have sin within which makes us far more 
vulnerable to the devil’s temptation.  And so we must pray and beseech the 
Lord for His constant strength and guidance.  As we pray in the Lord’s 
Prayer, “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil” (Matt. 
6:13).   

 
4.  But why did the Father put Jesus to the test?   

a.  Perhaps it was to give Jesus a taste of what His ministry was going to be like.  
It was going to be a battle against the evil one to the very end of His life.  The 
devil was going to be there at every turn, trying to trip Him up and to ruin 
God’s work through Him.  Jesus needed to learn that He had to stand strong.   

b.  Perhaps the temptation was for Him to gain experience of the Spirit’s work, 
for He had just received this glorious anointing from the Father before 
entering into this trial.  Jesus needed to learn to trust in the Father’s provision 
for Him.   

c.  Perhaps it was to give Christ encouragement, that as He would defeat this foe 
in their initial encounter, that He could go on spoiling the devil’s kingdom, 
until He would eventually destroy him on the cross.  It was impossible that 
our champion should not win, for all the power of heaven was behind Him.   

d.  Perhaps it was that the devil might get a taste of his coming defeat at the 
hands of Christ.   
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e.  Or perhaps, it was to give Christ the experience that He would need in order 
to be able to come to the aid of those who are tempted.  Remember what the 
author to the Hebrews wrote, “For since He Himself was tempted in that 
which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are 
tempted” (Heb. 2:18).  This should be a great encouragement to us.   

f.  Certainly all of these things are true and were a very important part of 
Christ’s training that He might become perfectly suited to be our Mediator in 
the covenant of Grace.   

g.  And certainly these things also are held out as an example to us.   
(i)  We are constantly under attack from the enemy as well.   
(ii)  We especially come under his “guns” when we put our hands upon the 

Father’s plow and begin to labor in His kingdom.  The devil doesn’t waste 
much time with those who don’t threaten him.  Rather he spends most of 
his time on those who might be a possible means of spoiling his goods.   

(iii)  We need to realize that the same enemy who tried to stop Christ, is also 
trying to stop us.  The encounters we have with him, and with his demons, 
should teach us and train us to stand strong against him, as it did Christ, 
for it will be a battle that will last as long as we live.   

(iv)  But this should also teach us to rely on God’s provision, as it did Christ.  
The Spirit, which Christ received, is the same Spirit which He gives to us 
to be our source of comfort and strength in the battle.  In our own strength, 
we are nothing.  But in Christ, we can overcome all the power of the 
enemy, and nothing can ultimately do us any harm.   

(v)  But as we gain the victory over the enemy, this should encourage us, as it 
did Christ, that we shall also overcome.  Because of our union with Christ, 
by faith, we shall also be victorious in the end.  Paul writes, “For the 
report of your obedience has reached to all; therefore I am rejoicing over 
you, but I want you to be wise in what is good, and innocent in what is 
evil.  And the God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.  The 
grace of our Lord Jesus be with you” (Rom. 16:19-20).   

 
h.  But realizing that there is still a large degree in which we fail to win in our 

battles with the evil one, we need to also see that there are other reasons why 
Jesus went out to do battle with the enemy of our souls.  He did so that He 
might overcome for us.   
(i)  I told you before that Christ’s life is a recapitulation of the life of His 

people.  He, as it were, relives the same circumstances, only coming out 
the victor, instead of the loser.   

(ii)  Some have noted that in the final three tests, Jesus was tempted in the 
same three areas that Adam and Eve were.   

(iii)  Remember, John tells us in his first letter, what the things are that are in 
this world to trip us up.  He writes, “For all that is in the world, the lust of 
the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from 
the Father, but is from the world” (1 John 2:16).   

(iv)  When Eve was tempted, the devil appealed to her appetite -- she saw 
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that the fruit was good for food --, to her eyes -- she saw that it was a 
delight to the eyes --, and to her pride -- it was desirable to make one wise.  
After this, she took from it and ate it, and gave some to her husband with 
her, and he ate (Gen. 3:6).   

(v)  Jesus will next be tempted in exactly the same way.  The devil will 
appeal to His appetites, “Command that these stones become bread” (v. 3), 
to His eyes, he “took Him to a very high mountain, and showed Him all 
the kingdoms of the world, and their glory” (v. 8), and to His pride, where 
he tempts Him to show that He is the Messiah by throwing Himself off the 
Temple, only to be rescued by the angels in that public place (v. 6).   

(vi)  It is also interesting that Christ, when He is tempted, is in a place where 
Mark tells us, “He was with the wild beasts” (Mark 1:13).  It seems clear 
that Matthew, and Mark especially, portray Christ as fulfilling that which 
Adam clearly failed to do under the covenant of works.  But the stark 
difference between the two events is that when Adam and Eve were 
tempted, they were in the pristine perfection of the garden of Eden, in a 
world which had not been tainted with sin.  And in the midst of that 
perfection, they failed.  But when Christ undergoes the same temptation, at 
the hands of the same tempter, He is in the wilderness, for sin had made a 
ruin out of the beauty of God’s creation.  But yet in the midst of that 
desolation, Christ comes forth victorious.   

(vii)  But I believe that there is another allusion here.  Notice in verse 2 the 
length of time that Jesus was there.  Matthew writes, “And after He had 
fasted forty days and forty nights, He then became hungry.”  Jesus was in 
the wilderness for forty days, being tempted the whole time by the devil, 
Luke tells us (Luke 4:2).  That’s a long time.  But why forty days?  Why 
not thirty-nine, or twenty, or some other number?  And why was it written 
down for us that He was there for forty days?  There are, after all, no 
wasted words in Scripture.   

(viii)  I believe that the Spirit of God is drawing our attention to another 
failure in the history of God’s people, the failure of the Israelites, who 
wandered for forty years in the wilderness of Sinai.   

(ix)  Remember what I already read from Deuteronomy 8:2, “And you shall 
remember all the way which the LORD your God has led you in the 
wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to 
know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His 
commandments or not.”   

(x)  During those forty years, the people who did not trust the Lord at the 
edge of the Promised Land, all perished, the whole generation of them.  
The only exceptions were Joshua and Caleb, for they had believed God’s 
Word.  They had a right spirit within them.   

(xi)  Outside of these two, only the children were able to enter into the land.  
But of course, when they did this, they were merely entering a picture of 
the rest of God, not the real rest itself.  Doubtlessly some of them did:  
those who died in faith in the coming Messiah.  But this entrance into 
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Canaan was not into the real rest in heaven.  Remember what the author to 
the Hebrews said, “For if Joshua had given them rest, He [that is, the 
Spirit of God, through David] would not have spoken of another day after 
that” (4:8).   

(xii)  But Jesus is the One who was in the wilderness of Judea for forty days, 
one day for each year of His covenanted people.  The Father put Him to 
the test, as well, by allowing Him to be tempted of the devil during that 
time.  And Jesus, far from failing, as all ultimately do, even the very best 
of them, did everything perfectly.  He fulfilled all righteousness, and 
entered into the rest of God, that He might make a way for His people to 
enter.   

(xiii)  Next week, we are going to look at the battle between Christ and the 
devil itself in those three temptations to see what other lessons we can 
draw from this in our fight with the evil one.   

(xiv)  But for now, I want to remind us of this one thing.  No one of us here 
can overcome the world, our own flesh and the devil, so as to enter into 
heaven.  It can’t be done.  It is impossible for us.  Left to ourselves, we 
would have been like those Israelites who miserably failed to enter even 
the picture of heaven, because of unbelief.   

(xv)  But Christ has made a way.  His whole life was lived that He might do 
so for His people.  You are His sheep, this morning, if you have embraced 
Him by faith.  His victory has become your victory.  His provision of the 
Spirit has become your provision.  His entry into His rest has ultimately 
become yours.  If that is the case, then no matter how many times the devil 
assaults you and beats you back, through the trials of sickness, hardship, 
affliction, or anything else, you will ultimately overcome.  Believe it.  This 
is a great source of comfort to you in your pilgrimage below.   

(xvi)  But if you have not trusted in Christ, if your life has not been 
transformed, and is not being transformed, by His Spirit and grace, then 
you are still in danger of being overrun by the devil, and ultimately 
destroyed by him.  If a man has the devil as his father his whole life, he 
will also share in his end, which the Bible tells us is everlasting 
destruction in hell-fire.  What a terrible and tragic thing, especially when 
the Lord holds out the possibility of life to you here this morning.  He tells 
you that you must repent of your sins and turn to Him in faith.  If you do, 
He will receive you into His household and family.  He will forgive all 
your sins and give to you a perfect record of law-keeping, as a free gift.  
You don’t need to do anything to earn it.  Christ has done it all.   

(xvii)  If you see your need of Christ here this morning, then take hold of 
Him now, believe in Him now, and receive His life.   

(xviii)  But if you are still blind and dead in your sins and cannot see your 
need of the light, may the Lord open your eyes, may He reveal to you your 
sins, may He cause the Sun of righteousness to dawn upon you, that you 
might be irresistibly drawn to that glorious light and be saved.  May the 
Lord grant to you His mercies.  Amen.   


