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The Test (Matthew 4:1-11, The Message) 

4 1-3 Next Jesus was taken into the wild by the Spirit for the Test. The Devil was ready to give it. Jesus 
prepared for the Test by fasting forty days and forty nights. That left him, of course, in a state of 
extreme hunger, which the Devil took advantage of in the first test: “Since you are God’s Son, speak the 
word that will turn these stones into loaves of bread.” 

4 Jesus answered by quoting Deuteronomy: “It takes more than bread to stay alive. It takes a steady 
stream of words from God’s mouth.” 

5-6 For the second test the Devil took him to the Holy City. He sat him on top of the Temple and said, 
“Since you are God’s Son, jump.” The Devil goaded him by quoting Psalm 91: “He has placed you in the 
care of angels. They will catch you so that you won’t so much as stub your toe on a stone.” 

7 Jesus countered with another citation from Deuteronomy: “Don’t you dare test the Lord your God.” 

8-9 For the third test, the Devil took him to the peak of a huge mountain. He gestured expansively, 
pointing out all the earth’s kingdoms, how glorious they all were. Then he said, “They’re yours—lock, 
stock, and barrel. Just go down on your knees and worship me, and they’re yours.” 

10 Jesus’ refusal was curt: “Beat it, Satan!” He backed his rebuke with a third quotation from 
Deuteronomy: “Worship the Lord your God, and only him. Serve him with absolute single-heartedness.” 

11 The Test was over. The Devil left. And in his place, angels! Angels came and took care of Jesus’ needs. 

Tempting 
Each year, Lent begins with ashes followed by a wilderness journey. This morning, we’ve heard 
Matthew’s retelling of Jesus’ temptation. Matthew’s version of the story found in Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke, because this year we are following Matthew’s gospel. 

The story is out of sequence—held back from the week to week readings for just this occasion. Each 
year, as we enter the 40 days of Lent, Jesus spends those 40 days (and 40 nights) in the wilderness. 

In the moments before this story begins—Jesus rises from the waters of baptism, the Spirit descending 
like a dove, while a heavenly voice declares “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” 

I imagine Jesus, hair wet with Jordan river water, being whisked away into the scrubby, craggy, desolate 
place that the Bible calls “wilderness.” The Old Testament tells us this place is bleak and dangerous,  
the haunt of jackals and other predators—on four legs and on two. 
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I remember reading a review of Star Wars that claimed the Millennium Falcon was one of the 
characters—one of the many mechanical objects that George Lucas gave a personality. The Falcon’s 
speed and its sometimes-faulty hyper-drive was necessary to the story. I remember holding my breath 
whenever the crew needed to jump to hyperspace to escape capture… 

Like the Falcon, Wilderness is a character in this story.  

I love that Eugene Peterson translates this word for deserted places as “the Wild,” but Matthew is 
relying on the back-story that “Wilderness” brings with it. 

Wilderness is a place of encounter, a place of transformation, a place where identity is shaped. When 
Matthew speaks of wilderness, we are meant to remember how Moses and Israel wandered in one 
while moving from slavery to freedom. We are meant to remember how they followed God’s leading, 
were nourished by God’s manna, and were formed by God’s commandments. 

Wilderness is also a place of danger. When Matthew speaks of wilderness, we are meant to remember 
how deadly it was as Israelite exiles were force-marched in the wilderness to Babylon. It was an ancient 
Trail of Tears. We are meant to remember God’s promise that a path will appear in the wilderness, a 
road lined with pools of water. This straight path will be—Isaiah says—a place of safety, free of jackals 
and lions. Travelers—even foolish ones—will not get lost on it. 

What happens to Jesus in the wilderness blends grace and danger. In these moments, Jesus will show us 
his true character. His “test” will tell us how Jesus navigates the temptations of hunger, privilege, and 
power.1 Tests that will not end even as he leaves the desert behind. 

I love the way Jill Duffield phrases this:  
The Spirit descends, God speaks… almost immediately… the devil makes a counter offer: 
Wouldn’t you prefer a shortcut to resources and power? Don’t you want to be affirmed by the 
masses, afforded status and special treatment? Doesn’t a guarantee of no pain and suffering 
sound good to you? Beloved child of God is good, but invincibility and limitless wealth, isn’t that 
much better?2 

After forty days of fasting, the devil encourages Jesus to fill himself with rocks turned to bread—it’s just 
manna of a different sort, right?  

Jesus responds with the wisdom of Moses—living is not just found in bread, living is about trust in God’s 
word and God’s grace. 

Turns out Jesus is not the only one who can quote scripture.  

Those who dwell in the shelter of God’s grace are protected, the devil says. If you are a son of God, show 
me. Jump! God’s angels will catch you. 

Jesus will not exploit his relationship to God—and again with the wisdom of Moses says, those who call 
God, Lord, don’t put God to the test. 
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Finally, the devil offers Jesus power in exchange for worship and the three-fold test draws to a close.  

“Beat it, Satan!” (Don’t you love Eugene Peterson?) And one more time, Jesus uses the wisdom of 
Moses, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 
 

We’ve heard the story so many times before, that I wonder if we can grasp that this outcome was—until 
that moment—uncertain.  

Until that moment, we had to wonder: Will our hero—who is truly our only hope—survive?  
 

Jesus passes the test; he survives the wilderness. And the truth of Jesus is revealed through the power 
of Matthew’s story to the early disciples and through that church to us. 

We are invited to be witnesses as Jesus takes his stand on the grace of God, refuses to trade on God’s 
name, and gives his unfailing loyalty to God alone. 

This text is about Jesus, but it speaks to us—as we seek to follow Jesus.  

In this season of Lent, we are invited into the wilderness with Jesus as our guide.  

 We are invited to face the times and places where we have trusted in our own righteousness 
rather than clinging to God’s grace. 

 We are invited to face the times and places where we have closed our eyes and used our 
advantages for our benefit alone. 

 We are invited to face the times and places where we have given our loyalty to the things of this 
world. 

 We are invited to face our mistakes and losses, our fears and disappointments, our 
shortcomings and our sinfulness—and in the face of these things to repent. 

Year after year, we are invited into the wilderness so that we may relearn what it is to cling to Jesus to 
trust in the tender mercy of God whose love will not let us go. 
 

It is the work of this season to prepare our hearts for the desert place of death and joyful mystery of 
resurrection. It is the work of this season to be renewed as we await the day of celebration when the 
whole world is redeemed. 

Jan Richardson writes that Lent urges us into uncomfortable and unfamiliar spaces, urges us to “press 
into terrain that challenges our… perspective…to find the delights that God provides even— 
and (perhaps) especially—in the desert places.” 3 

There is, she writes, a blessing that meets you in the wilderness: 4 
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After the 
desert stillness. 

After the 
wrestling. 

After the 
hours 
and days 
and weeks 
of emptying. 

After the 
hungering 
and the 
thirsting. 

After the 
opening 
and seeing 
and knowing. 

Let this blessing be 
the first sweetness 
that touches 
your lips, 

the bread 
that falls into 
your arms, 

the cup 
that welcoming hands 
press into 
yours. 

Let this blessing be 
the road that 
returns you. 

Let it be 
the strength to carry 
the wilderness 
home. 

May God’s blessing hold us as we inhabit the wilderness spaces of this Lenten season. Amen. 
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