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May I speak this morning in the name of God the Father, God the Son and 

God the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven.1 

Time, both linear and circular, has moved away from the season of Epiphany 

and on into Lent – a quarantine where white and green give way to purple and 

grey -  a time for reflection, prayer and repentance: forty days to concentrate on 

our relationship with God, deepen our commitment to Him, reflect on our 

behaviour, pray more deeply, and experience sorrow for what we have done and 

for what we have failed to do.  

 

Today’s gospel reading describes the forty days Jesus spent alone in the 

wilderness at the beginning of his ministry.  Forty days without food - forty 

nights without shelter – 40 days: 960 hours.  This was no random length of 

time: Elijah spent forty days on Mount Horeb, Ezekiel laid on his right side for 

forty days symbolising Judah’s sins, and Moses spent forty days on Mount 

Sinai.   

                                                
1  Ecclesiastes 3:1 
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In Israel’s history, days became years: Moses spent forty years in Egypt, forty 

years in the desert and forty years in the wilderness, leading the children of 

Israel out of slavery in Egypt and on to a land of milk and honey. 

 

Just for a moment, before we examine today’s gospel reading, I want to look at 

the concept of time.  How, for example, do small children see time?  It could be 

“how many sleeps”?  It’s more likely to be “are we nearly there yet”?  Given 

time children learn how to delay gratification, but are we losing the ability to 

wait, to be patient?  We no longer have the time to take our time.2 We live in a 

world where virtually everything is instant: rolling news, weather updates, on-

line retail therapy, text messaging, voicemail, face-book – all there at the click 

of a mouse.  Busy lives are governed by clocks and watches, time-tables and 

school runs, meetings and deadlines.  As a result we are in danger of losing the 

ability to take time out – to listen, to think, to pray – or just to smell the roses.  

It’s so easy to say “I simply don’t have the time.”   

 

So – today’s gospel reading.   In the wilderness Jesus is tempted by the Devil.  

In this context ‘tried and tested’ would, perhaps, be a better description.  We 

know that God tested Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, and the children of 

Israel were sorely tried in Egypt, in the desert and in the wilderness.  Jesus must 

succeed where Adam – and Israel – had failed.   

                                                
2 Eugene Ionesco 
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But was He alone in this bleak expanse?  If we go back – just a few verses  – we 

see that Jesus had been baptised in the River Jordan and, as he rose from the 

water, the heavens opened, the Holy Spirit descended like a dove and a voice 

from heaven said: ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’  

Then Matthew tells us that Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to 

be tempted by the devil’3 He was not alone – He was surrounded and protected 

by the Holy Spirit.  Despite extreme hunger, thirst and exhaustion Jesus stood 

firm, trusting implicitly in His heavenly Father.   

 

If we reduce human appetite to its most basic form, bread and water are 

fundamental, physical biological necessities.  Satan’s first temptation if you are 

the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread4 is not simply 

a seductive invitation to satisfy bodily hunger.  The Devil is tempting Jesus to 

use divine power to create a miracle: to turn stones into loaves of bread.  We 

can almost hear Satan’s weasel words: “just do it”.  Jesus’ response is swift, 

straight from scripture: one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that 

comes from the mouth of God.5  

 

                                                
3 Matthew 4:1 
4 Matthew 4:3 
5 Matthew 4:4 – quoting Deuteronomy 8:3 
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In quoting Deuteronomy Jesus highlights the similarity between His experience 

of hunger and thirst with the privations suffered by the children of Israel.  They 

had turned away from God - they failed.  Jesus did not fail.   Just picture Satan’s 

furious frustration: temptation thrown right back in his face. 

 

He tries again, but this time – instead of trying to make Jesus use divine power 

for personal gratification – he goes to the other extreme.  He takes Jesus to the 

heart of the holy city of Jerusalem and sets him on the pinnacle of the temple.  

Herod’s magnificent new temple towered 15 storeys high, 100 cubits – about 62 

metres - above ground level.  Satan is tempting Jesus to force God’s hand: if you 

are the Son of God throw yourself down6 . For good measure the Devil quotes 

from the Psalms in a vain attempt to add weight to his words.   

 

The pinnacle of the temple: a breathtaking setting for a dazzling display of 

strength and power – more than enough, surely, to convince the world that the 

Messiah was here at last – the longed for Messiah who would triumphantly lead 

armed military revolution against Rome.  This would be a miracle Israel could 

believe in.  But Jesus knew that faith must precede miracles; miracles do not 

precede faith. 

 

                                                
6 Matthew 4:5 
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If Jesus gives way to this trial he’s testing the veracity of Psalm 91.  He rounds 

on Satan, His words echoing the sixth chapter of Deuteronomy: do not put the 

Lord your God to the test.7   Here, surely, is a lesson we all need to learn: we 

cannot manipulate God; He is in control.   We cannot put self-will before the 

will of God.  I know, in my heart, that there have been times in the past when 

I’ve cried: ‘if God really loved me, then He wouldn’t have let this happen’, and 

I confess there have been times when I’ve thought: ‘please grant me just this 

one thing, Lord, and then I’ll know you love me’.  We all try at one time or 

another to take control of our lives, but when God is no longer central to our 

existence we lose our way and become easy prey to temptation.   

.   

There are echoes of the Old Testament, again, when we come to the Devil’s 

third trial.  The children of Israel, afraid they had been abandoned by Moses, 

demanded that Aaron make ‘gods’ to go before them in the desert.  They had 

left Egypt behind, but they still carried Egypt in their hearts. Aaron gathered up 

the Israelites’ golden earrings and constructed a molten calf.  He built an altar 

before it, and ... they brought sacrifices of well-being8.  Weakened by hunger 

and wearied by endless wandering, the Israelites turned away from the one true 

God and worshipped an idol made of gold.   

                                                
7 Deuteronomy 6:16 
8 Exodus 32:6 
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How often do we turn away from God to create our own idols – power, wealth, 

influence, success?  How often does “self” become all-important: self-reliance, 

self-satisfaction, self-absorbed, self-contained, self-willed?   

 

Furious at his miserable failure, Satan stakes everything on one bold 

proposition.  Leading Jesus to the top of a mountain he shows Him the wealth, 

glory and majesty of the world - all laid out at His feet.  Satan cleverly switches 

his focus here: up to this point he had prefixed each trial with the words “If you 

are the Son of God”.  Now he makes an outrageous promise: all these I will give 

you, if you will fall down and worship me9.  

 

When I started to prepare for today, I was struck by two key tenets.  First: Satan 

had no right – legal or moral – to make this promise.  The kingdoms of the 

world were not within his gift. Second: underlying this insidious temptation is 

the supposition that everyone has a price.  In effect, Satan is offering Jesus a 

soft option - an easy way out.  All the Son of God has to do is bow down and 

worship the Devil; then His destiny would be radically altered:  there would be 

no trial, no scourging, no crown of thorns, no crucifixion, no agonising death – 

and for mankind no salvation.   But at what price?   

 

                                                
9 Matthew 4:9 
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Jesus cannot be bought.  He will not sell His soul.  Up to this point He has 

rebuked the Devil with quotations from Scripture.  Now He cries out: Away with 

you Satan, for it is written ‘worship the Lord your God, and serve only him’.10    

 

Defeated, Satan turns and walks away, and Matthew adds a final note to our 

gospel reading: suddenly angels came and waited on him.11  It is only at this 

point that God intervenes to send his angels to nourish His beloved Son. 

   

There is so much we can learn from this narrative.  Out there, in the wilderness, 

Satan tries to scupper God’s plan.  He tries, and fails, to make Jesus doubt that 

Almighty God is the One True God and that Jesus is His Beloved Son. He tries, 

and fails, to make Jesus test His heavenly Father.  He tries, and fails, to make 

Jesus take what He wants before God is willing to grant it.  Satan is desperately 

trying to lead Jesus into sin.  Had Jesus given in and succumbed to any of these 

trials, he would have fallen from Grace, and a sinful Messiah could not redeem 

mankind. 

 

Scripture teaches us that as a man Jesus was capable of sin.  In his letter to the 

Hebrews St Paul writes: he was in all points tempted – as we are – yet was 

without sin.12  Jesus remained free from sin because that was the path He had 

                                                
10 Matthew 4:10 
11 Matthew 4::11 
12 Hebrews 4:15 
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chosen to follow in His time here on earth – the path ordained by His Father and 

described, in a single sentence, in St John’s gospel:  For God so loved the world 

that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish 

but may have eternal life.13    

 

This gospel reading provides nourishing spiritual food for our forty day 

quarantine.  The three trials we have studied today reflect the fierce battles 

faced by Jesus in the wilderness.  They also reflect on our existence.  We live in 

a civilised country – a world away from any wilderness.  But what is 

fundamentally important to each one of us?  Does material well being 

overwhelm spirituality?   Where do our loyalties lie?  Whom do we trust?  Are 

we willing to be patient?  If we push God to one side, if we try and build a life 

without Him, if we concentrate solely on ourselves, and if we spurn the 

protection of the Holy Spirit, we leave ourselves wide open to temptation – and 

we are only human.     

 

This brings me back to the question of time.  Despite the hectic pace and 

demands of everyday life, we need to take time out in this season of Lent to 

reflect, to meditate and to pray.   Prayer is vital.  How can we draw closer to 

God if we only talk to Him on Sunday morning?   

                                                
13 St John 3:16 
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Jesus implored his disciples to watch and pray that you may not come into the 

time of trial; the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak.14  We need to 

make space - and time – each day to spend in quiet prayer.    

 

We are only human and the all too familiar seven deadly sins: pride, avarice, 

envy, wrath, lust, gluttony and sloth are ever-present and – at times - very 

tempting. Their balancing virtues: humility, generosity, charity, meekness, 

chastity, temperance and diligence can so easily be pushed to one side - out of 

sight, out of mind.   

 

To take just one example: lust is not always, or even necessarily, sexual. An all 

consuming desire for fame and fortune, power and influence is lust.  A vacuous 

desire for “celebrity” is lust.  Living beyond our means is lust.  Can’t afford it?  

Click! Instant money - you can have it all – now: but at what price?     

 

How, then, can we strengthen our resolve to resist the myriad temptations we 

encounter every day?  We need to remember first and foremost that we were 

baptised into the family of God.  We are all God’s children.  We can put our 

trust in Him.  We are never alone: we are surrounded and protected by the Holy 

Spirit.  We can pray for strength and our prayers will be heard.  

                                                
14 Matthew 26:41 
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And we can take comfort from St Paul’s assurance that no testing has overtaken 

you that is not common to everyone.  God is faithful and He will not let you be 

tested beyond your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way 

out so that you may be able to endure it.15  

 

Amen. 

                                                
15 1 Corinthians 10:13 


