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On one of my study trips to the Holy Land some years ago, our group hiked up a mountain just 

outside Jericho to a place where the Temptation of Jesus has been remembered. One of the 

monks showed us a rough chapel where he said the temptation happened and he showed what he 

said was the stone on which the Tempter sat while he tempted Jesus. Honest! I have a picture of 

it in one of my slide programs.  

 

I don’t know whether he was pulling our leg a bit or not. I really don’t think he was, but I have a 

different picture in my mind of that scene in the wilderness than one of Jesus and the Tempter 

sitting on rocks and having a chat.   

 

If, as the Book of Hebrews tell us, Jesus was tempted “as we are tempted,” then I don’t believe it 

happened quite that way. (Hebrews 2:18) To put it plainly, if Jesus had had his cell phone with 

him that day, I don’t think he could have gotten a selfie with the Tempter. I don’t know about 

you, but for me, a discussion or a debate with a visible Tempter just isn’t quite the way 

temptations happen. The Tempter tends to be bit more subtle than that. 

 

Did you hear about the couple that had trouble keeping their budget balanced because they both 

tended to do too much impulse shopping? They talked about it on several occasions, and having 

some Sunday School in their backgrounds, they remembered the temptation of Jesus, and one of 

them suggested that maybe they should try doing what Jesus did, and say “Get Thee behind me 

Satan” when those temptations came along. That sounded like a good idea and things went quite 

well for several months. Then one day the husband came home and saw a box on the hall table 

from a very expensive dress shop.  

        

Before he could say anything or ask a question, the wife appeared and said, “Dear, before you 

get upset, let me tell you what happened. I was walking down the street and saw this dress in the 

window. It doesn’t cost anything to look in a window, so I just stopped to look. The material 

seemed to be something I had never seen before, but I couldn’t tell through the glass, so I 

thought I would like to look a little closer. It doesn’t cost anything to look inside either; so I went 

into the store. The material was very good quality and I thought it would be nice to try it on; they 

don’t charge for trying dresses on, you know. I wasn’t planning on buying it. 
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“It wasn’t until I had the dress on and was standing in front of the mirror that I felt the temptation 

to buy the dress; but I remembered what we had talked about and I said, ‘Get thee behind me, 

Satan.’ 

 

“And Satan said, ‘It looks good from the rear, too.’” 

         

I apologize to the ladies for a chauvinistic story. I’m sure you can think of a way to rewrite it if 

you want, but you get the idea. In my experience, that is more the way the Tempter works. 

      

Ever wondered why, if the Tempter was sitting there on a rock, Jesus didn’t tell him to beat it the 

first time around? Why not distance himself right away? Ever wonder about that? And why do 

the first two temptations seem to be mostly a struggle to understand the scriptures? Quoting one 

verse and then remembering another, trying to decide which one ought to apply to the situation?        

      

What I am saying is, “Are you always aware of the Tempter when you are tempted? Looking 

back, one can see what was involved, and talking about it later one may tell it that way, but not 

always at the time it is happening. Matthew tells us that the time of temptation came immediately 

after Jesus’ baptism and a voice saying, “This is my beloved, in whom I am well pleased.” Might 

not all of that set Jesus to wondering how he was to fulfil his mission?  

     

The matter of turning stones into bread could have been something more than satisfying his own 

hunger: he could feed the multitudes who were hungry every day. Make the Kingdom a giant 

bakery shop! Wouldn’t that be meeting human need? Wasn’t that part of what the kingdom was 

about? 

          

Even the leap from the temple can be understood as a way to draw people to him. He wouldn’t 

be just showing off; he would be demonstrating the power God had given him, using it to attract 

a following. Would there be anything wrong with that?   

     

You do not need any Evil Power sitting on a rock in front of you to be forced to deal with those 

kinds of issues. They are part of life; we face them every day.  

         

How will I make this sale? 

How will we market this product?  

How will I report this incident?  

How will I write up this project?  

What will I put on my expense account?   

How will I face up to this exam?   

How will I respond to this slight or this remark?   

       

When we struggle with those kinds of questions, are we always aware that the Tempter is 

involved? Or does that awareness often come to us after we have made a choice and  look back 

upon the incident and see how close to the precipice we came? Or when we realize that we made 

the wrong choice and look back in deep regret and wish that we had seen it more clearly at the 

time? 
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Notice the difference in the response to the third assault. In the first two instances Jesus responds 

to one verse of scripture with another, like some internal debate; only in the third instance does 

he seem to directly confront the Tempter. 

        

Some words from a Kenny Rogers song come to mind. If I were Bill Ritter I would sing them to 

you, but I’m not so I’ll just say them: “You need to know when to hold ’em, know when to fold  

’em, know when to walk away, know when to run.” Rogers sang that as advice to gamblers, but 

it is a good word for dealing with life and temptation, as well.  

    

In a word, whatever we say about the where and the how, when we recognize that the tempter is  

involved, it is time to walk away. You don’t debate; you don’t argue; you simply do not play the 

Tempter’s game. That game is rigged, the cards are marked, the deck is stacked, the odds are 

against you—say it how you will. You don’t win in that game. Oh, we may seem to win a hand 

now and then, but the losses invariably add up to more than the winnings. “You need to know 

when to walk away....know when to run.” 

     

You can read Matthew’s account of Jesus’ encounter with the Tempter in a little over a minute... 

about 75 seconds, actually. I have a feeling it went on for hours, for days. Especially the struggle 

with this last one. We might be inclined to think that this third temptation is about riches and 

conclude that Jesus was really not interested in that; but I think this temptation was more about 

power than about wealth. 

        

The prevalent image of the Messiah in Jesus’ time was of a political and military leader. 

Multitudes of ardent Jewish nationalists waited for such a leader to issue the call to take up the 

sword in revolt against Rome. Was that the interpretation of the prophecies he was destined to 

fill? Looking back, it is easy to piously think that Jesus would never have been tempted by such 

an attraction, but at the time? Let’s face it: if it had no appeal, why call it a temptation?                                                                      

 

Howard Thurman, in his book The Inward Journey, paints a picture of this third event that 

speaks to me. He pictures Jesus, alone on the mountain, pondering his mission and feeling the 

weight of the world’s suffering and need. He sees him dreaming of a world that would do his 

Father’s will, that must act in love to one another, that would share its riches with one another. 

Dr. Thurman writes: 

     

In and out his mind the query came:  

The Kingdoms of this world... 

Jesus looked and trembled. 

What if I  could ..... Oh, No! 

But suppose I could.     

It is too fantastic. But ... 

If I could bring it off... 

The kingdoms of this world....  

All their force and power  

As instruments for good. 

By mighty acts which none could brook 

Fear and hunger would disappear. 
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The deeds of peace would banish plans for war. 

Such is my Father’s will. 

 

Kings, kingdoms, earthly rulers all 

Would disappear. 

And in their place the Mind of God would sit enthroned. 

His son would rule for Him. 

     

Winning converts with the sword; to conquer the world for a good cause. Does it sound any more 

familiar put that way? Any more attractive? Charlemagne tried it. So did the Crusaders. So did 

the armies of Islam. Even Adolf Hitler said he had a dream of a world made up of the elite, a 

Super Race. Didn’t Communism preach that it was claiming the world for the masses, the 

disenfranchised? The armies of Isis today, for all their unspeakable acts, say they are doing in it 

the name of God. A war to make the world safe for Democracy, we said; a war to end all wars, 

we said again.  

        

I think more went through Jesus’ mind than words that we can read in a little over a minute. It 

was in looking back that Jesus could see each decision, and the last especially, for what it was: 

some form of  “It is all about me.” And he recognized the Tempter was there in all of it, and he 

knew it was time to walk away.  

     

You want a one liner take away from this? I would offer this: “Because you can doesn’t mean 

you should.” You might want to write that down. 

      

We might think this is the end of the temptations of Jesus, but we would wrong to do that. Luke 

closes his account of this temptation with an intriguing line. Luke writes: “And when the devil 

had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time.” (Luke 4:13) 

          

“An opportune time...” It might be said that this is as long as the Tempter ever stays away. For 

Jesus that time came on the night before his crucifixion in a olive grove called Gethsemane. If 

anything, this was a sterner test than the one in the wilderness. We are told that he asked the 

disciples to watch and pray with him, and that he returned three times and found them asleep. 

Finally, he gave up on them being any help to him; it was a decision he had to make for himself. 

No impression of a two minute conversation here; Luke says that he prayed until his sweat 

became as drops of blood. And this time it was about something he was tempted to not do.   

           

We are told his prayer: “If it be possible, let this cup pass from me.” Three times we are told he 

made that prayer. And each time ending with “…nevertheless, not as I will, but as you will.”  

       

One other mountain story and I will wrap this up. A young adventurer was hiking in the 

mountains. It was not a religious pilgrimage, but when he reached the summit on one of the 

higher peaks, he found an elderly monk living there. As they talked a bit, maybe thinking of this 

incident in the Gospels about Jesus in the wilderness, the hiker said to the monk, “Well, Father, 

do you still wrestle with the devil?”   
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The monk replied,  “Oh no. I am old now and I don’t have much strength and the Devil has 

grown old too. Now I wrestle with God.” 

       

Taken aback, the young adventurer said, “You wrestle with God?” Then a bit humorously, he 

added, “Well, do you hope to win?”   

       

“Win?” said the Monk. “Oh heavens no! I hope to lose.”  

          

Remember that other line from Kenny Rogers? “You need to know when to fold ’em.” That was 

what Jesus was doing that night in Gethsemane: he was surrendering to God. It wasn’t easy, but 

“he knew when to fold ’em.”  

      

So I encourage you not just to be aware of what you might be tempted to do that you shouldn’t, 

but to consider as well whether there is anything you are tempted to not do that you should; 

something that God wants you to do, that maybe you would really rather not. 

       

Is there some change you should make in your life? Is there some action you have been putting 

off that you should really take? Is there something you ought to confess to someone? Is there an 

apology you ought to make, or some forgiveness you should offer? Is there a contact or a witness 

that you should make? An attitude you need to change? Anything God has been urging you to do 

that might nudge you a little out of your comfort zone? 

         

Jesus once said: “He that would lose his life for my sake will find it.” I don’t think that he was 

necessarily referring to dying a martyr’s death. I think Jesus is talking about recognizing that in 

spite of the age of  me-isms and selfies and all the commercials that tell us that we have earned it 

and how much we “deserve,” life really isn’t supposed to be “all about us.” Jesus is calling us to 

make our lives more about God. 

     

There are times to recognize the Tempter and walk away, or even run; and there are times when 

losing to God is the only way to win.  

   

Thanks be to God. Amen.  

 


