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Text: Matthew 4:1-11 

Theme: The Tempter 

 

Our stories on this First Sunday in Lent are rich.  The Old Testament 

lesson is about the serpent tempting the woman to eat from the tree 

God told her not to touch and the parallel reading from the gospel 

talks about the devil tempting Jesus.  So we get to discuss temptation 

that is best defined by Thomas Merton in No Man Is An Island: the 

greatest temptations are not those that solicit our consent to obvious 

sin, but those that offer us great evils masking as the greatest good.   
 

For those who grew up in the church we know these stories well.  

Listen to the charming techniques used by the crafty serpent.  First of 

all, he messes with the woman’s mind and immediately questions her 

conversation with God.  He plants a seed of doubt by asking: 

Is it true? Did God tell you not to eat from any tree in the garden?   
 

With confidence the woman told the serpent he heard wrong.  God 

said they could eat anything they wanted except for the fruit of the 

tree from the middle of the garden.   If they touched that tree or ate 

from it then they would die.  And then the serpent employs another 

effective technique.  He acts as if he knows what he is talking about 

(as if he has some kind of innate knowledge about God).  So with 

greater confidence the serpent assured her that they would certainly 

not die!  Ridiculous!  God just did not want them to have their eyes 

opened to the truth because as soon as they ate that fruit then they 

would be just like God.    
 

The serpent tapped right into the weakest place in the human heart.  It 

was not her physical appetite for a good piece of fruit that looked 

really delicious but it was her appetite to have power like that of God 

… it was her appetite to have something that she was not supposed to 

have.  Once the serpent planted the seed that the woman could be just 

as wise as God she took another look at that same tree and it seemed 

different.  It was no longer the forbidden tree but the one that was 

beckoning her to come closer.  Just touch me.  Just eat one of my 

delicious fruits.  Your life will be so much better if you do. 
 

And the work of the serpent was done.   
 

Can we even count the number of times we wanted something that 

was not ours because it looked so good and someone convinced us 

that it would be good for us even though it was forbidden?  In the Ten 

Commandments we are told not to commit adultery, not to steal, and 

not to covet.  Just the thought of doing any of these things changes 

our perspective and could easily take us down a path that is 

destructive for us and for our relationships with others.  The serpent 

knew the woman well and he was relentless in a kind and sweet and 

knowing way.  And he did not stop until he convinced the woman that 

his lie was bigger and better than God’s truth.   
 

God gave us a gut and a conscience that lets us know when we are 

doing the right thing and when something is wrong for us.  God gave 

us a whole book of instructions (called the Bible) that tells us what to 

do and what not to do.  Yet it takes just a little conversation with 

ourselves or with others / to convince ourselves / that what God has 

planned for us / may not be the best path for us to follow / if we want 

to succeed or get what is otherwise off limits to us.   
 

The devil made me do it does not work with God. 

God has equipped us with the tools and the ability to say no. 
 

As we heard on Ash Wednesday there are consequences for making 

bad choices.  Adultery hurts not only the immediate family but affects 

friendships as well.  Stealing makes it impossible for others to have 

what rightfully belongs to them.  And to covet or lust after things we 

cannot have leaves us in a constant state of longing and discontent.  

We will never be happy or satisfied with the way things are and we 

will miss the opportunities that are glaring us in the face.   
 

As we turn to the gospel, we see that Satan uses similar techniques as 

the serpent.  Jesus just fasted in the wilderness for 40 days and 40 

nights and was clearly starving.  The tempter showed up and without 

delay tapped into Jesus’ physical weakness.  He taunted Jesus by 

saying – If you are who you say you are then turn these stones into 

bread.  But unlike the woman in the first story, Jesus said no.   
 

Not discouraged, the devil took Jesus to the top of the temple and 

taunted him again.  But Jesus would not be put to the test.   



Finally the devil took him to a very high mountain to see the whole 

world and told Jesus to worship him.  This time the devil just assumed 

that Jesus would be convinced that the devil’s lie (that he has the 

power to give the whole world over to Jesus) was bigger and better 

than God’s truth.  Again Jesus said no. 
 

We will never know the pangs of hunger after a 40-day fast because 

we would never fast for 40 days.  We will never know the fear of 

standing outside the guardrails of the Empire State Building.  We will 

certainly not experience the temptation of being offered all the power 

in the world.  But our temptations come to us when we look at others 

and feel insecure about not having enough.  Temptation comes in 

judgments we make about strangers or friends who make choices we 

do not understand.  Temptation rules us when we look away from 

those in need and live our lives unaffected by poverty, hunger, and 

disease.  Temptation rages when we allow our temper to define our 

lives.  Temptation wins when we justify our little white lies, tell 

insensitive jokes, engage in a questionable business transaction, or 

make an off-handed comment about a spouse or partner.  Temptation 

wins when we get caught in the trappings of life and we lose sight of 

life itself.   
 

In the 6th Petition of the Lord’ Prayer we say – 

And lead us not into temptation. 
 

Just as Jesus was tempted three different times by the devil, Luther 

states that we are tempted every day in three different ways – in the 

flesh, by the world, and from the devil himself.  We live in our flesh 

so we are daily attacked by all kinds of thoughts and actions like the 

ones I just listed.  The world can most certainly drive us to anger and 

impatience.   
 

Then there is the devil (himself) who baits and presses on us from all 

sides and tries to find a home within our conscience and spiritual life.  

His sole purpose is to make us question the word of God so that we 

will begin to doubt our faith.  We are endlessly attacked (all the time) 

yet God has shown us through his Son that God has the power to 

resist temptations and therefore we, too, can be given that same power 

and strength.  We are to pray every hour of every day that God will 

stand with us even though the attacks keep assailing us.   
 

From Ephesians 6:10-17:  Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of 

his power.  Put on the whole armor of God so that you may be able to 

stand against the wiles of the devil.  Stand firm.  Pray in the Spirit.  

Keep alert and always persevere.  
 

Luther states that we are not strong enough on our own to help 

ourselves.  We will only make the matter worse and we will give the 

devil a wider opening.  For the devil has the head of a serpent – if it 

finds an opening into which it can slither, the whole body will 

irresistibly follow.  God can and will help us resist him and drive him 

away.  Be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power.  Amen 


