
Temptation
Matthew 4:1-11

There are many things about Jesus that are almost beyond 
our imagination, many astounding things about him that we 
believe even if they seem impossible to fully comprehend.  We 
came across one of those in the book of Hebrews.  We read,

Heb. 4:15  “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect 
has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.”

What is so difficult to understand is this distinction between 
“temptation” and “sin.”  I know it is there.  I believe it is there.  
And, at my best, I can actually define occasions when I was 
legitimately “tempted” and resisted, without sin.  But usually, like 
most of you, I expect, when I feel the weight of temptation, I sin.  
The heart is still desperately wicked.  The old man still wages war 
with my soul.  

But Jesus is different.  And I think most of us can easily 
understand and believe that he was without sin.  He is God, after 
all, the second person of the Trinity.  The part we sometimes 
doubt is that he was actually tempted as we are.  He didn’t have 
the internet to tempt him.  He didn’t have the threat of drugs or 
the psychological damage of a broken home.  Most of you who 
are older will look upon the younger generation of children today 
and conclude that they have much more intense temptation than 
you ever faced.  

So we are troubled about how we ought to grapple with this 
idea that Jesus is able to sympathize with our own weakness 
because he was tempted just as we are.  It is, however, a good 
thing to grapple with because when you are able to understand it, 
you understand and are able to experience the encouragement of 

Hebrews 4.
Heb. 4:14  “Since then we have a great high priest who has 

passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold 
fast our confession. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is 
unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every 
respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 16 Let us 
then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”

So let us draw near to the presence of God.  Let us know what 
it means to receive mercy and find grace, for we all know what it 
means to need help in time of need.  Tonight’s lesson should help 
all of that, because here is where Jesus was tempted so directly 
and so intensely.  His ministry has just begun.    His kingdom was 
inaugurated with his baptism, and the work of redemption which 
he came to accomplish was formally initiated.  And first of all, he 
had to learn obedience.  First of all, he had to learn from his own 
experience what fallen men experience throughout their earthly 
life.  He had to experience temptation in order to be able to have 
sympathy for his sheep as they would be tempted.  

So here it is, Jesus‘ temptation.  All of his temptation, and all 
of our temptation, would find a focal point in this experience with 
the Devil.  In a certain sense, it was here that he faced the 
fullness of temptation.  It was here that he came face to face with 
the devil in an intensity of temptation that must obviously far 
exceed anything we must endure.  Yet since it was here that he 
was tempted in every respect as we are, this encounter, 
therefore, will teach us a great deal about our own temptations as 
well.

Notice something, then about temptation.  Something about 
the Devil, who seeks above anything else to bring temptation to 
us.  Notice how clever he is, how timely he acts.
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v.1-2
Jesus was hungry.  And so,

I. THE FIRST TEMPTATION:  AN OPPORTUNITY OF 
WEAKNESS.

The eternal son of God, the second person of the Trinity, the 
divine Word of God, was hungry.  How can that be?  Because 
Jesus now has two natures, joined together in one person.  He 
his not only God, but fully and really a man.  So what happened 
when he fasted for forty days?  Same thing that would happen to 
you or to me.  He was hungry.

He felt his weakness, in his flesh, even as he continued to be 
God.  He humbled himself, not demanding his rights as God, and 
so he suffered.  That’s when the Devil tempted him.  At his 
weakest point in time, if I may speak that way about Jesus in his 
humanity.  At his weakest point, in his weakest moment.  At the 
moment of his greatest vulnerability, which I should say with 
regard to Jesus, the moment when he was most greatly tempted.  
Vulnerable, in terms of his humanity.

Isn’t that when Satan tempts you so very often?  When you 
are weak.  Perhaps tired.  Perhaps in pain or suffering or sick.  
When you face the struggles of this world.  Under pressure.  
Under stress.  Under duress.  When you are the most vulnerable, 
that’s when the Devil works the hardest on you. 

I should note that fasting remains a spiritual exercise in which 
you intentionally make yourself weak, in order to learn what Jesus 
learned through his temptation.  It is a matter of trust.  So the 
temptation is this,

A. Whom will you trust for help in your own weakness?
Jesus was weak.  And the Devil had a suggestion for him. 

v.3
Simple, isn’t it?  Jesus could have done it, physically.  He 

would not have had the least trouble in transforming those stones 
into bread.  And what was so wrong with that, anyway?  After all, 
he was hungry.  Not such a big deal.  Everyone gets hungry.  
Everyone has needs.  Everyone feels their own weakness.  
What’s wrong with doing what is necessary to alleviate your pain 
and suffering, or even just your hunger?  It doesn’t seem that bad!

But it is!  Because it is a matter of trust.  Fasting is a spiritual 
discipline in which you deprive yourself of what is necessary for 
your worldly and physical survival, for one purpose, to learn to 
trust God.  By definition, fasting is temporary.  It is only for a 
season.  It is a not permanent definition of life, because, of 
course, you couldn’t stay alive.  But there is such value in learning 
what Jesus learned, by the same experience.  And there is value 
in understanding the temptation Jesus faced.  Whom will you trust 
for help in your own weakness?

That temptation will come to you in any number of different 
ways, but the goal of the devil would always be self-reliance.  
Self-trust.  Look to yourself to meet and satisfy your own needs.  
Look to your own strength.  Look to your own wisdom.  Look to 
you own ability.  The answer is within you.  The help is within you.  
And in that scheme, God is unnecessary.

Now, theologically, I think you would reject that idea.  
Theoretically, you all know that your strength is limited, and finite.  
You know that you can’t depend upon your own ability nor trust in 
yourself.  But practically speaking, that’s what we do.  We trust 
ourselves.  We rely upon ourselves.  We depend upon ourselves.  
It’s called pride, the pride of life.  I can do it.  I can do it my way.  I 
can do it myself.

v.4
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B. The response:  Trust God.
That’s the whole point of that quote from Deut. 8.  Let me read 

some more of that context.
Deut. 8:1 “Every commandment which I command you today 

you must be careful to observe, that you may live and multiply, 
and go in and possess the land of which the LORD swore to your 
fathers. 2 And you shall remember that the LORD your God led 
you all the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you 
and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would 
keep His commandments or not. 3 So He humbled you, allowed 
you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know 
nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man 
shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of the LORD. 4 Your garments did not 
wear out on you, nor did your foot swell these forty years…11 
“Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not 
keeping His commandments, His judgments, and His statutes 
which I command you today, 12 lest—when you have eaten and 
are full, and have built beautiful houses and dwell in them; 13 and 
when your herds and your flocks multiply, and your silver and 
your gold are multiplied, and all that you have is multiplied; 14 
when your heart is lifted up, and you forget the LORD your God 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, from the house of 
bondage; 15 who led you through that great and terrible 
wilderness, in which were fiery serpents and scorpions and thirsty 
land where there was no water; who brought water for you out of 
the flinty rock; 16 who fed you in the wilderness with manna, 
which your fathers did not know, that He might humble you and 
that He might test you, to do you good in the end— 17 then you 
say in your heart, ‘My power and the might of my hand have 
gained me this wealth.’  18 “And you shall remember the LORD 
your God, for it is He who gives you power to get wealth, that He 
may establish His covenant which He swore to your fathers, as it 
is this day. 19 Then it shall be, if you by any means forget the 

LORD your God, and follow other gods, and serve them and 
worship them, I testify against you this day that you shall surely 
perish. 20 As the nations which the LORD destroys before you, so 
you shall perish, because you would not be obedient to the voice 
of the LORD your God.

You remember the lesson of the manna.  God humbled his 
people in the wilderness.  He tested them.  He called upon them 
to trust him for the daily provision of manna, allowing them to 
gather just as much as they needed for one day, a single day.  
And two days worth before the sabbath, trusting him to provide for 
that day of rest also.  What did they do?  They complained.  They 
grumbled.

The point God wanted them to learn was this same test that 
came to Jesus.  “Whom will you trust?”  Jesus knew the answer.  
He passed the test, even as he was tempted by his own physical 
weakness and hunger.  He understood, in his hunger, that most 
basic principle of the Christian life.  “Man does not live by bread 
alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of 
the Lord.”

Life is not just about food and clothing, is it?  So Jesus would 
later teach his disciples,  

Mat. 6:25 “Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your 
life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, 
what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more 
than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor 
reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds 
them. Are you not of more value than they? 27 And which of you 
by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? 28 And 
why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the 
field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, 29 yet I tell you, 
even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. 
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30 But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive 
and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more 
clothe you, O you of little faith? 31 Therefore do not be anxious, 
saying, What shall we eat? or What shall we drink? or What shall 
we wear? 32 For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your 
heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 33 But seek first 
the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things 
will be added to you. 34 Therefore do not be anxious about 
tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. Sufficient for the 
day is its own trouble.”

So anxiety is, ultimately, an unwillingness to trust God.  Worry, 
ultimately, means that you don’t trust God as Jesus presents him 
to you.  “But if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today 
is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much 
more clothe you, O you of little faith? Therefore do not be 
anxious, saying, What shall we eat? or What shall we drink? or 
What shall we wear?”

The Devil is so clever in all his deceitful ways, and he 
continues to lay this temptation before us all every day.  Whom 
will you trust?  Yourself, or God.  That really is a penetrating 
question, because I want you to consider it at a level deeper than 
merely on the surface.  When you face a struggle, do you go to 
the throne of grace to find mercy to help in time of need?  Or do 
you try harder yourself to manage, perhaps with little 
consciousness of God at all.  When you struggle with sorrow or 
with pain, with sadness or even grief, do you manage in your own 
strength or will you trust God?  Whom do you trust?  To whom do 
you look when you need help?  

The question comes down to this, “When you go through all 
the experiences of life, are you focused upon the need for bread, 
or do you gain your strength and endurance from the word of 

God!”  Challenging question, isn’t it?  And how much you depend 
upon God is easy to demonstrate–by your commitment to prayer 
and by your commitment to reading and meditating upon the word 
of God.  Your trust really is measured by how much you pray.  
Your strength really is to be measured by the place which the 
Word of God has in your life. 

People of God, depend upon him in every situation of life.  
Rely upon his help.  Trust him, not yourself nor any other 
creature.  Trust God in every situation life life, knowing that your 
very life depends upon the power and influence of word of God 
upon your heart, not so much upon eating enough food.  Trust 
him for your life, and depend upon him for everything.  That’s the 
first temptation, a temptation to which we often succumb, to trust 
in yourself or in someone else, to trust in something else.    

II. THE SECOND TEMPTATION:  A PERSONAL 
CHALLENGE.

v.5-6

So the first temptation didn’t work.  Now, the Devil uses his 
craft even more deceitfully.  This second temptation is also a 
temptation of pride, and the personal challenge to Jesus is simply,

A. Prove it!
If you really are God, prove it!  If you really are going to trust 

God, then prove it!  It’s a dare isn’t, like a childish game played by 
children in groups.  You dare someone to do something, in order 
to humiliate them.  You dare someone to do something, knowing 
they can’t or won’t.  You know that if they give in to your request, 
that you have won the battle.  They have made you important, by 
submitting to your demands.  You have proven yourself more 
important, the victor in the quest for power and authority.  You are 
able to require others to answer to you.
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Sometimes in our own lives, the greatest strength is needed to 
resist the provocative challenges others give us.  The greatest 
strength is needed to say, “I don’t need to prove anything to you.”  
And that was Jesus’ strength.  He didn’t have to prove himself to 
the Devil, for the Devil knew exactly who he was and hated him 
for it.

Do something crazy!  If you are so spiritual, if you are strong in 
your faith, then do something crazy.  Prove it.  Notice how subtle 
the Devil was.  He knew the Scripture.  Verse 6 quotes Psalm 91.  
Of course, that’s true.  Legions of angels were at Jesus’ 
command, anytime, anywhere.  But that wasn’t the point.  The 
point was that since he trusted God, he didn’t need to prove it!   

President Ronald Reagan was famous for saying about the 
old Soviet Union, “Trust, but verify.”  That was wise foreign policy, 
but that’s not what Jesus does here.  He doesn’t need to verify 
anything that God has said.  He trusts, period.  And the point of 
trusting, the definition of trusting, is the willingness to take God at 
his word.

Interesting, isn’t it, this is the same temptation that the Devil 
presented to Adam and Eve, questioning the goodness and 
righteousness of God’s own word.  Did God really say that?  He 
tempted Adam and Eve to demand God prove himself and the 
truth of his word.  The first temptation was used in the Garden of 
Eden as well, wasn’t it?  It was the temptation for Adam and Eve 
to trust in themselves, in their own wisdom and discernment.  
What really mattered, in this temptation, was their freedom to eat 
the fruit from that one forbidden tree.  

Beware the temptation to test God, in the sense of a 
disbelieving test.  Beware the temptation to act in a way that 
challenges God’s goodness or his authority, challenging him to 

prove to you the truth of what has already said.  Instead, as Jesus 
so perfectly demonstrates,

B. The response:  Trust God, don’t test him.
v.7

That is from Deuteronomy 6, and the context for their testing is 
really complaining.  The challenge to God is in the form of this 
grumbling, and it was greatly offensive. 

Deut. 6:16 “You shall not tempt the LORD your God as you 
tempted Him in Massah. 17 You shall diligently keep the 
commandments of the LORD your God, His testimonies, and His 
statutes which He has commanded you. 18 And you shall do what 
is right and good in the sight of the LORD, that it may be well with 
you, and that you may go in and possess the good land of which 
the LORD swore to your fathers, 19 to cast out all your enemies 
from before you, as the LORD has spoken.”

So keep the commandments.  That’s what it means to trust 
God.  Remember the Lord’s work of redemption, and live your life 
always in that context.  That’s what it means to trust God.  That is 
your righteousness.  Simple, childlike faith.  “You shall not put the 
Lord your God to the test.”

Let me use an illustration in the life of an all too common 
teenager.  Often, a teenager thinks that he or she has all the 
answers, especially an older teenager.  And so when a parent 
gives advice or offers wisdom, or even more so gives a 
command, there is often pushback, isn’t there?  Arguing.  
Complaining.  Resisting.  Putting the parents to the test, by 
doubting their wisdom and rebelling against their authority.

That is disastrous in the life of a child, and it is even worse in 
the life of a Christian.  “You shall not put the Lord to the test.”  
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Instead, believe his word.  Honor his word.  And live your life 
accordingly, in grateful submission to him in all things and in 
every circumstance.  Then, 

III. THE THIRD TEMPTATION:  AN APPEAL FOR GLORY.
Neither of those first two temptations worked on Jesus.  So 

now a third.  Again, related to pride.  First, the pride of self-trust.  
Then, second, the pride of being able to prove yourself.  And now, 
the temptation to pursue the bare desire for personal glory.  “It’s 
all yours, the Devil says.”  The glory will all be yours.

v.8-9a

So says the Devil to each one of you, at one time or another, 
at the point of your greatest vulnerability,

A. Exalt yourself.
Look out for number one.  Gain all that you can.  You can have 

it all.  Pleasure.  Happiness.  Success.  Wealth.  Beauty.  Power.  
It’s all yours.  “The devil took him to a very high mountain and 
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory.  And he 
said to him, All these I will give you...”

The Devil still does that, doesn’t he?  It’s called advertising.  
It’s called the lust of the eyes.  It’s called materialism.  Sensuality.  
You can have everything.  It’s the prosperity gospel.  You can be 
rich and happy, you can satisfy all your desires and have 
everything that you want.  

We’ll ignore the fact that the Devil, of course, has no such 
authority to offer what is not his, but here is one catch in his offer.  

v.9  “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship 
me.”

Ah, there’s the rub.  There’s the condition.  “Worship me...”, 

says the Devil.  Serve me.

This is the appeal of the Turkish delight in C.S. Lewis’ 
Chronicles of Narnia,  which entraps the foolish Edmund with their 
pleasures.  You taste a little and you want a little bit more.  And it 
is all yours, as long as you worship the giver.  

You can have all that pleasure, you can have anything you 
want, so lies the Devil as he promises the world to those who 
foolishly listen.  You can have the whole world, he says to Jesus, 
if you would just worship me!

Jesus‘ response is, again, perfect.  And again, he quotes the 
Scripture.  In his hunger from 40 days of fasting, he lives out his 
own commitment.  He will not “live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes from the mouth of God.”  And so he feeds 
himself upon that bread, that word.  The word is his strength.  The 
word is his life.  And the word is his answer to the Devil.

B. The response:  Worship God alone.
v.10

Again,
Deut. 6:10  “And when the Lord your God brings you into the 

land that he swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob, to give you—with great and good cities that you did not 
build, 11 and houses full of all good things that you did not fill, and 
cisterns that you did not dig, and vineyards and olive trees that 
you did not plant—and when you eat and are full, 12 then take 
care lest you forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 13 It is the Lord your God you 
shall fear. Him you shall serve and by his name you shall swear. 
14 You shall not go after other gods, the gods of the peoples who 
are around you— 15 for the Lord your God in your midst is a 
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jealous God— lest the anger of the Lord your God be kindled 
against you, and he destroy you from off the face of the earth.”

Ultimately, it’s all about worship.  It’s all about the object of 
your worship.  And the Devil tempts us to worship him in any 
number of forms.  Typically, he uses the things of this world as 
bait.  He points them out to us, he highlights them in our eyes, 
just as he did to Jesus.  It’s all yours, if you would just bow down 
and worship me.

Oh, beloved, God is a jealous God.  His name alone is to be 
hallowed and his honor above all else must be your goal and 
purpose.  So where you find yourself tempted by the gods of this 
world, by things, by wealth, by luxury or success, turn from that 
idolatry in repentance and worship the Lord God alone.  Your life 
itself depends upon it, for you cannot worship both God and 
mammon.

Now, let me return to the point I started with, namely that 
Jesus endured all these temptations in order to qualify and be 
equipped to be a faithful high priest.  Jesus endured all these 
temptations so that you and I, when we are tempted, can draw 
near to the throne of grace with confidence, that we may receive 
mercy and find grace to help in time of need.

Notice verse 11, how even Jesus submitted to the need for the 
ministering labors of the angels.  Even Jesus profited from the 
ministry of those faithful servants of God.

v.11

So it is he who was comforted who is able to comfort you with 
the comfort with which he was comforted.  So this is all about 
Jesus, the perfect high priest.  Thankfully, “we have a great high 
priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of 

God.”  Praise the Lord.  And going back to Hebrews 4, that is the 
foundation for the great exhortation there, “...let us hold fast our 
confession.”

People of God, as you are beset by temptation, hold fast your 
confession, for you have a great high priest.  He didn’t merely 
pass through the curtain of an earthly temple, but he passed 
through the heavens to where is now seated at the throne at the 
right hand of God.  Hold fast your confession in the face of those 
temptations, 

Heb. 4:15  “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect 
has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.”

And then, mercy of mercies, despite your temptations and 
despite your sin,

Heb. 4:16  “Let us then with confidence draw near to the 
throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help 
in time of need.”

You and I both need that grace to help.  You and I both need 
the grace to resist the temptations the Devil presents to us.  So 
don’t depend upon yourself and your own strength.  Don’t feel the 
need to prove yourself.  And don’t listen to that appeal to exalt 
yourself.  Instead beloved, trust God and worship him alone.  “Let 
us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 

Page  of 7 7


