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Rev. Karen Freeman, Lent 1A, 3/1/2020:  Matthew 4:1-11 
 

Here we are – the First Sunday of Lent.   Many people observe 

Lent by giving something up – like alcohol, chocolate or sodas.  

For those of us who are used to having what we want when we 

want it, the discipline of abstaining from those pleasures or 

products for 40 days can certainly be good for us.  It’s a bit like 

New Year’s Resolutions, though, as with good intentions at the 

start, we often choose something to do or to give up during Lent 

that we just can’t seem to stick with.    

 

The important thing when we fail in our chosen discipline during 

Lent, or our New Year’s resolution, is to allow our failure to teach 

us humility and compassion – because we know we are not able 

to hit the target of God’s perfect love.  Only Jesus Christ has ever 

offered up the perfect human response to God; and although 

we’re called to imitate Christ’s faithfulness, we will fail.  But we 

don’t have to despair of this – because we know that Christ has 

done everything for us.   And when we understand our failures in 

this light, we don’t need to feel guilty or ashamed, because we 

trust that our sin has been wiped out by the perfect work that 

Christ accomplished through his life, death, resurrection and 

ascension.  And so this encourages us and leads us forward on the 

better path.  
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So after 40 days and 40 nights, Jesus was famished. I’ve never 

gone without food for 40 days but when I miss just one or two 

meals, I become light-headed and short-tempered!  If you’ve ever 

been grocery shopping when you’re really hungry, you know you 

end up buying way more than you intended to buy, right?!   

 

Succumbing to temptation is much more likely when you’re 

hungry. After 40 days in the wilderness, Jesus was empty, which 

made him vulnerable.  In the wilderness, a starving animal soon 

becomes weak and then becomes easy prey.  The same goes for 

us.  When we’re empty – and especially when we’re spiritually 

empty – we’re vulnerable and more likely to succumb to 

temptation.   

 

The apostle Peter wrote that our enemy, the devil, prowls around 

like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour.  The devil – aka 

Satan, the Accuser, the Tempter, or evil personified – the devil is a 

predator, trying to trick and to trap us with temptations, right at 

the point of our weakness.   
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Jesus is tempted by the devil in three ways.  First, because Jesus is 

hungry, the devil says, “If you are the Son of God, tell these stones 

to become bread.”  Jesus replies by quoting from Scripture, from 

Deuteronomy, that it takes more than bread to keep us alive.   

 

In Genesis 1, life begins because God speaks it into being.  Jesus is 

saying that we are kept alive by every word that comes from 

God’s mouth.  If you just feed someone bread, you only put off 

the time when they will ultimately die. But if you can change their 

heart, then you open up the opportunity of eternal life with God.  

 

So often we try to fill our hunger for God by feeding our ego or 

our determination for self-sufficiency, or with work, or 

achievements or with chemicals that numb the pain of separation 

from God.  Jesus’ reply to the devil is that only God’s word will 

satisfy our deepest hunger.   
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Secondly, the Tempter says to Jesus, “If you are the Son of God, 

throw yourself down from this Temple – isn’t it written that the 

angels will catch you and prevent you from injury?”  Jesus again 

quotes Deuteronomy with his reply, “Do not put the Lord your 

God to the test.”  Sometimes people do test God’s protection over 

them – maybe by doing risky things, mistreating their bodies or 

their minds deliberately – to test how far they can go before God 

stops loving them.  It might sound silly, but people often behave 

in silly or even dangerous ways, don’t they?  We need to be 

reminded of our mortality – that our bodies are dust, and to dust 

we shall return.  

 

So in the first two of these three temptations, the devil calls into 

question the identity of Jesus as the “Son of God.”  In our society 

today our sense of identity revolves around who we are in the 

eyes of others – and with the advent of social media, Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram and the like, the pressure to appear to have an 

exciting life with lots of “friends” and “followers” is huge.   It can 

drive people to think that they’re not leading as fulfilling a life as 

everyone else – that their life is meaningless or even worthless.  

But our life in God isn’t based on how other people see us at all – 

it’s about how God sees us.  And when we’re “in Christ,” God sees 

us through Christ.  What a relief – what a gift.   
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Finally, the devil takes Jesus to the top of a mountain, points out 

all the earths kingdoms and says to Jesus, “All this I will give you, if 

you bow down and worship me.”  Jesus refuses:  “Away with you, 

Satan!”  and he backs this up with his third quotation from 

Deuteronomy:  “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only.”   

Who or what do we worship? Do we hold God above all other 

things?    

 

Lent is the perfect time to examine our own life of faith and 

discipleship.  How can we strengthen ourselves against 

temptations? We do what Jesus calls us to do: to follow him and 

to read the word where we find inspiration and guidance for our 

lives.  We need Lent to help us practice discipline, in whatever 

form that might take for you.  As we move through our practice, 

we find God’s Spirit helps us  - to fast, or to take on some kind of 

challenge – and we will grow in perseverance, in faith and in love.  

Amen. 


