
 
  
 
 The story of God’s grace in baptism is the first word in our life of faith. 
 

And the devil wants to take our story of grace away from us. But let us fear not, 
even when we are faced with wilderness, even when the tempter is near, because the first 
word always holds. 
 

 Here’s our story: On a Wednesday night in a darkened sanctuary, we move past the 
font to the table, and, still chewing on wine-soaked bread, we feel the traces of ash on our 
foreheads and hear the words, “Remember you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  
 

The devil wants to take that story of grace away from us. 
 

 Here’s our story: At this font, either kneeling or being held, we hear these words, 
“You belong to God,” while water pours off our heads.  
 

 The devil wants to take that story of grace away from us. 
 

 Jesus, fresh from baptism, is filled to the brim with the Holy Spirit, the words he 
heard from heaven still fresh in his ears, “You are my Son, the Beloved. With you I am 
well pleased.” This is his story of grace. And immediately he is led out into the 
wilderness to meet the devil, the one who wants to take it from him.  
 
  Jesus is hungry. It’s been forty days since he had a bite. He hears the voice of the 
tempter – “What would be the big deal in turning this stone into bread? You are hungry. 
You have the power to do it.”  
 
 The fasting we do during Lent, whether it is doing without certain kinds of food or 
drink, or food altogether, or social media, or shopping – whatever it is, when we give it 
up, we feel the pain of our humanness. Dust we are, and to dust we shall return. The fast 
helps us see that fact with clear eyes, freed from the anesthetics with which we are 
surrounded.  
  The devil tells Jesus, “It’s just bread. You need it.” But Jesus knows the word of 
the devil is an invitation to step outside of his story, the story that says, “Remember, you 
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are dust, and to dust you shall return.” He is a creature of dust, dependent on God, 
trusting God to provide his daily bread. And in this time of wilderness testing he knows, 
“One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of 
God.” Worship God, and not your belly, your appetites. 
 
 And then, in an instant, Jesus sees it all. The Roman Empire, stretching across the 
known world, full of money and power, its influence knowing no bounds. The Emperor, 
with a wave of his hand, commands life and death. Jesus sees all this political power, in a 
moment. All the glory that comes with political conquest, says the devil, all the authority 
that comes with the office of Emperor, all that authority is mine, and I can give it to 
anyone I want. All I ask is that you worship me, and it is yours.  
 
 We are all witnessing what the naked worship of power can bring. One man’s 
quest for supremacy, to work his will, leads to the leveling of cities, the brutal killing of 
civilian men, women, and children. And the thing is, it could be that Putin believes he is 
doing a good thing, that somehow all this devastation will redound to something better 
for the Ukrainians he is killing indiscriminately. Indeed, history is populated with leaders 
and nations who have tried to impose their will through bloodshed. 
 
 Of all the temptations Jesus encountered in the wilderness, this may have been the 
toughest. Just imagine how many hungry people he could feed, how many policies he 
could change, what kind of platform he could occupy for his ideas. The kingdom of God 
could become a reality in the political world.  
 
 The devil offers the quick power grab; but Jesus senses underneath it a summons to 
trade one story for another.  
 
 The devil asks Jesus to worship him, but he is really asking him to worship power 
– to worship state, ideology, the idea of himself as king of all. All of it he rejects by 
remembering his story – “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only 
him.’” Worship God alone, and not devilish power. 
 
 And now he stands at the tip top of the Temple, the view of the Holy City below 
him, bustling with pilgrims, the air thick with prayer. “Throw yourself down,” the devil 
whispers. And since Jesus has been quoting scripture to him, the devil shows he’s been to 
Sunday school as well, and quotes from Psalm 91about the angels protecting him lest he 
dash his foot against a stone.  

If Jesus throws himself down in a spectacle and is miraculously rescued by the 
angels of God right there in the heart of the Temple, there will be no doubt about who he 



is. He will instantly have all the power he needs to usher in the Kingdom of God, and 
there will be no opposition.  
 
 Jesus hears in this temptation the invitation to step again outside of his story, the 
one he heard at his baptism, “You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased.” He 
is called not to put God to the test, but to trust in God, to place his own faith in the One 
who calls him by name through the waters. And, anticipating Shakespeare’s observation 
that “there is no error so gross but that some sober brow will bless it with a proper text,” 
he rejects the devil’s scripture interpretation and sends him away. Worship God alone, 
and not the spectacle of fame and personal glory. 
 
 “What is the chief end of man (humanity)?” asks the first question in the 
Westminster Catechism. “To glorify God and enjoy God forever.” In other words, to 
worship.  
 
 In our mission, our first response to God’s grace is to worship. Worship is the 
beating heart of the church. It is from this space that we move into all the ministries and 
missions of the church; it is from this space that we move out into the world; it is from 
this space that we practice generosity. The worship of God is our story. The gathering at 
font, table, and pulpit makes us who we are.  
 
 And whether you choose to think of the devil as a horned being with pitchfork and 
tail, or as the power or impulse in the world working against God’s grace; either way, the 
devil wants to take your worship away from you. There is something in the world that 
wants you and me to think that what we do in this sanctuary doesn’t matter, cannot make 
a difference, and is subservient to other realities – appetites, power, the spectacle of fame. 
 
 The good news this day and every day is that our Lord faced the same temptation 
to exchange his worship for something immediately satisfying and, in the face of it all, 
returned again and again to the simple mission that he shares with us – responding to 
God’s grace through worship. This is not ultimately a story about our ability to overcome 
temptation, but about the fact that our Savior overcame them. He showed that it is 
possible to take another, more life-giving path. And when we fail? Well, that’s why we 
return to this font, week after week, to confess and receive the grace of the only one who 
was tempted as we are, yet without sin.  
 
 “What is your only comfort in life and in death?” asks the Heidelberg Catechism. 
“That I am not my own, but belong – body and soul, in life and in death – to my faithful 
Savior Jesus Christ.” No one can take that story away. Amen. 


