
Scripture Lesson:   Luke 4:1-13       Pew Bible N.T. pg. 57 
1 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, 
2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.  He ate nothing at all during those days, and when 

they were over, he was famished.  3 The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this 

stone to become a loaf of bread.” 4 Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread 

alone.’”  5 Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world.  6 And 

the devil said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to 

me, and I give it to anyone I please.  7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.”  8 Jesus 

answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  9 Then the devil took 

him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of 

God, throw yourself down from here, 10 for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you, to 

protect you,’ 11 and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a 

stone.’”  12 Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 13 When the devil 

had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time. 
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Jesus was never one to let the grass grow under him.  He was always on the move.  

Geographically, he may have centered himself in Galilee, but he walked as far north as Tyre and Sidon 

in Syrophoenicia (about 40 miles NW of Nazareth), and as far south as Gaza and Beer-Sheba in southern 

Judea (probably about 100 miles due south of Nazareth), and as far west as Gadara in the Decapolis 

(about 40 miles SE of Nazerth).  Not only that, but he also moved through the human experience, 

encountering the same things you and I encounter:  joy, laughter, love, family – frustration and anger – 

temptation and difficulty – and of course, fear, suffering, and finally death.  And ultimately, the story of 

Jesus’ ministry is the story of God’s movement among humankind to bring repentance, rebirth and 

resurrection.  God moved on the waters at creation, and hasn’t stopped moving since. 

Through Lent this year, we are going to move with Jesus – move through the events as they 

unfold; move through the process of deepening our faith and relationship with God; move with Jesus 

deeper in order that we might be all we’re called to be.  We start where Jesus started – in the wilderness.  

Scripturally speaking, the wilderness is where one goes when they are uncertain.  It’s where the 

Israelites wandered.  It’s where Jacob wrestled.  It’s where David and Elijah fled to in fear.  But the 

wilderness is also where you meet God, where you learn, where you listen, where you fast and pray and 

let go of control.  All of us spend time there.  It’s a good place to start. 

Through Lent this year, we are going to move with Jesus.  As the team of us who have been 

planning and talking about worship and church renewal met last month, we talked about things we could 

do to minister to those among us that learn in different ways.  Over the next six weeks, we’re going to 

do some different things.  Today, I’m going to give you just a tiny little taste of wilderness.  I’m going to 

literally ask you to move.  A lot of you sit in more or less than same place each week, and that’s fine.  

But humor me today.  I want you to move seats.  If you’re on the left side, move the right, and vice 

versa.  If you’re in the back, come forward a bit more.  If you’re in the front, go back some.  You don’t 

have to adhere to this every week – but just today, let’s all sit someplace that isn’t normal for us, just for 

a change in perspective.  And Go!  (give people time to switch seats) 

Alright, now that we’re all in the wilderness with Jesus, let’s keep moving.  Let begins with 

Jesus in the wilderness where he faces down temptation.  We start here every year, and with good 
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reason.  If Lent is about developing a deeper relationship with God, it makes sense to start with what 

tends to get in the way of that.  Temptation—a never-ending thorn in the side.  What does it mean to be 

tempted? 

The average Christian today probably could not rattle off a succinct definition of theological 

terms like sanctification or justification or soteriology.  I’m not entirely sure that I could, to be perfectly 

honest.  But there is one theological term that every last one of us can define—temptation.  A six-year-

old can tell me what temptation is.  We’ve experienced that one regularly.  We know what temptation is.  

Or do we?  I’ll get back to that. 

Scripture says that Jesus was tempted.  And I believe that He was.  How could he possibly 

identify with the plight of humankind if he didn’t know the power of temptation?  Jesus was tempted.  

Leonard Sweet writes that “…the temptations that the devil flung at Jesus in the wilderness weren’t 

really challenges to DO something he wasn’t supposed to do.  They were challenges tempting Jesus to 

BE someone he was not born to be. Did you hear that difference?  Let me try again:  the ultimate 

temptations in life are NOT those that push us to “do” things we aren’t supposed to “do,” but to “be” a 

person who we weren’t made to be.”  [from “Take On Something for Lent” by Leonard Sweet, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

According to the text, Jesus was tempted.  He was tempted to turn stones to bread, thereby giving 

into the illusion that he could be totally self-sufficient.  He had to answer the question:  what kind of 

man will I be?  Self-made or spirit-fed?  He was tempted to pay the devil some lip service in exchange 

for the nations of the world, thereby giving into the illusion that ends justify means.  He was forced to 

reckon with the question:  what kind of savior will I be?  Military hero or suffering servant?  He was 

tempted to throw himself from the pinnacle of temple in an impressive display of miraculous 

showmanship, thereby giving into the illusion that heart can be just as easily changed by spotlights as by 

love.  He had to answer within himself: what kind of king will I be?  One who manipulates appearances 

or one who administers love?   

“And Jesus wrestles with those identity questions.  In total, the wilderness period represents six 

weeks' worth of wrestling. Which, says Bill Ritter, suggests that things could have gone either way. 

“Which we don't want to hear.  Because, where temptation is concerned, we want to believe that 

Jesus is above it....that the friends of Jesus are above it....that the sworn (and ordained) servants of Jesus 

are above it....and that the closer we get to Jesus, the further we'll be above it, too.  But concerning our 

illusion of immunity, listen to Fred Craddock's warning. 

“Temptation is not a measure of your weakness.  Temptation is a measure of your strength.  The 

stronger you are…the more capable you are…the more opportunities you have…the greater will be your 

temptation. 

“Or, as George Buttrick used to say:  you are not going to have a sea storm in a roadside puddle.  

Small people have small temptations.  But Jesus…whew!…what a storm.  [4 ¶s adapted from “Till a 

More Opportune Time” by William A. Ritter, www.Sermons.com.] 

“Then note Luke’s words, “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left him until a 

more opportune time.”   None of us ever gets to the point where we are beyond being tested.  Even Jesus 

did not reach that point.  His struggle in the Garden of Gethsemane the night before he was crucified 

proves that. 

Which is actually good news for us.  It means he understands us all too well.  He understands the 

pull; the inner struggle.  But he never gave in, either.  He weathered the storm.  And through Christ, we 

are empowered to harness his strength to weather what comes at us, too.  And that, ultimately, is what 

Lent is about—growing in Christ, being empowered in Christ, to be who we are called to be.   

Leonard Sweet says this about Lent:  “The season of Lent is supposed to be a time of serious 

spiritual searching and renewal.  It is a time for self-scrutiny and re-dedication to a life of service and, if 

need be, suffering in the cause of the Kingdom.  It is a time for real sacrifice.  It is a time of preparation 

for the passion of Christ.  How then has it become a time to give up chocolate, or hamburgers, or video 
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games?  What have we done?”  [from “Take On Something for Lent” by Leonard Sweet, 

www.Sermons.com.] 

Now, I’m not belittling the spiritual discipline of fasting.  Quite the contrary, in fact.  Fasting is a 

good thing.  And it can serve a very realistic purpose.  It can train our mind to turn to Christ more often 

in a day.  But at some point, we need to go beyond that.  We need to journey inward.  So let me suggest 

today a fast of different kind—a fast that asks us to do some soul-searching about our identity as 

Christians.  If temptation, at its root, asks us to be someone other than who we’re called to be, then 

we’ve got to explore who we are, don’t you think? 

First, we are sinners.  I know we all hate hearing that, but it’s true, and we won’t get very far in 

lent until we come to terms with that reality.  So for starters, let’s fast on self-deceit and feast on self-

discipline.  Another way to say that is this:  we must take responsibility for our sinfulness and our 

weakness in order to grow. 

A few years back, I read about a man who was suing a hospital.  A doctor had performed gastric 

bypass surgery to facilitate weight loss.  A day or so after his operation, he somehow managed to get 

into the nurses staff room next door and stuff himself with everything he could find.  This tore open the 

staples and forced another surgery.  He was suing the hospital for having a refrigerator near his room.  

Even though it was behind a locked door, he claimed the temptation was too great.  Thus, his 

complications were not his own fault but the hospital's fault!  [from Martin Thielen, Getting Ready for 

Sunday's Sermon, (Nashville:Broadman Press, 1990); as used in “The Devil Made Me Do It” by David 

E. Leininger, www.Sermons.com.]  Give me a break! 

We are responsible for our choices.  When it comes to our spiritual health, we’re not innocent 

victims.  We’re sinners.  We need healing.  We need to be saved.  We need depth.  We need truth.  We 

need repentance.  We need to take responsibility for our sins.  We need what is real, true, genuine.  We 

need Jesus Christ.  Until we get real about our lesser selves, we cannot become our best selves. 

But here’s a second truth.  We are sinners, but we are also made in God’s image and called good.  

We are beloved children of a God who sees and calls us to be our best selves.  So here’s another Lenten 

fast to consider:  fast from what tear downs the spirit, feast on what build up the spirit. 

Years ago now, a wonderful movie came out in theatres called “Chocolat”.  It’s the story of a 

woman named Vianne and her daughter, who move into a deeply religious little French town and 

proceed to open a chocolate shop just as Lent is getting underway.  At first, the people are scandalized.  

But little by little, a few of them venture into her shop, surprised to find a stranger who stands at the 

counter and listens to each one, taking in a piece of their story before dolling out a piece of her 

chocolate.  Vianne helps a middle aged couple rekindle romance in their marriage, helps an abused wife 

find self-worth, helps a grandmother and grandson form a friendship, helps an elder gentleman find 

confidence to ask out an elderly lady he’s admired from afar for decades, helps a drifter find acceptance.  

In each case, the individuals she serves are indeed marred by sin and brokenness.  The question posed by 

the film is this:  do we respond with censure and criticism, or with healing and hope?  Lent affirms our 

worth.  It gets real with the brokenness and the sin, but God’s answer to that is to call us to our best 

selves – to heal us, to give us a vision beyond our narrow worldviews. 

So yes, we are sinners.  But we are also children of God—loved; precious; sacred.  We can be 

agents of healing and life.  There’s another way to say this.  We are sinners, but we may become our 

best selves by forgetting ourselves entirely.  Following Jesus’ example, Eric Ritz puts it this way:  fast 

on self-concern, feast on compassion.  [from “Feasting And Fasting For Lent (Part I)” by Eric S. Ritz, 

www.Sermons.com.]  Be Christ to another. 

As war in Ukraine unfolds, I’m reminded of a powerful story I read ages ago about an event that 

took place in Russia at the end of World War II.  The Russians were marching German prisoners of war 

back to Germany.  Ordinary Russian people lined the streets by the thousands to see the spectacle.  

Remember, no nation suffered more casualties in WWII than the Soviet Union.  For reference, the USA 

lost $407,300 soldiers and another 12,000 or so civilians.  By contrast, the USSR lost about 10 million 
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soldiers and another 15 million civilians due to famine and disease.  It’s nearly 15% of their populations.   

Which is part of what makes the present conflict so baffling to me!  Don’t they remember the magnitude 

of the loss the last time.  Those who don’t remember are doomed to repeat.  But back to the story.  One 

could not possibly imagine the feelings of these ordinary Russian people as the German soldiers were 

marched in front of them.  A chorus of hatred, heckles and jeers permeated the scene.  First came the 

German officers, relatively well fed, in their uniforms, marching in step, able to keep a semblance of 

dignity and respect.  The Russian people had no problem sustaining their hatred for them.  

“But after a while the vast bulk of prisoners appeared, the ordinary German foot soldiers.  They 

could hardly march at all, let alone in step.  They were emaciated, with uniforms in shambles, no coats, 

no boots, truly humiliated, wretched, gaunt, pitiful creatures.  The jeers and abuse died away and a hush 

fell over the crowded lines of people.  Then finally a couple of elderly Russian women, from the 

margins, broke through to these ghostly figures and held out crusts of bread.  The bread was gratefully 

and eagerly accepted and soon many other ordinary Russian bystanders were moving amongst the 

columns of German prisoners with offerings of bread.  It became so overwhelming that the Russian 

guards could not stop the crowd…  Those Russian Babushkas didn’t see enemies.  They saw sons and 

grandsons lost, hungry and just wanting to go home.  

“No matter what you may think of Russian leadership then or now, enough average people tend 

to respond from shared humanity.  How we deal with our wilderness experiences—our pain, our 

suffering and brokenness—reveals what we are inside.  [4 ¶s from Kim Thoday, Hewett Community 

Church of Christ, South Australia; as used in “With Jesus In The Wilderness” by King Duncan, 

www.Sermons.com.]  It is the great paradox of love that when we leave behind ourselves for the sake of 

the other, we find in the experience everything we need ourselves. 

Which brings us full circle back around to the message of the day:  that the ultimate temptations 

in life are not those that push us to “do” things we aren’t supposed to “do,” but to “be” less than the 

people we’re called to be.  Fast on self-deceit and feast on self-discipline.  Fast from what tear downs 

the spirit, feast on what build up the spirit.  Fast on self-concern, feast on compassion.  Be Christ to one 

another.  As we find ourselves at the table of Christ, I invite each of us to ask repent of the sin and the 

brokenness.  Come to the table and find in broken hearts, in broken spirits, in broken bread, the Christ of 

healing, hope, and compassion.  Then go and share it.  Amen 


