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First Sunday of Lent 

  
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The 

tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones 

to become loaves of bread.” But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by 

bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

  

Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is 

written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they 

will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 

  

Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test.’” Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I will 

give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with 

you, Satan! For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him. 

 

  

Many years ago, Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor wrote an interesting essay for the 

Christian Century magazine titled “Tuning the E String.” She wrote on finding her old psaltery, 

an ancient string instrument she had played when younger. Trying to tune the strings, she found a 

pitch pipe, played an E, and tried to tune the E string. Now if you’ve ever tried to tune an 

instrument, or been listening in as a musician tunes, you know that there’s something almost 

physical about being out of tune; you can feel disharmony. When the string she was tuning 

“found E,” she writes, “my whole body agreed. The note inside me and the note outside of me 

were the same note.” And she reflects:  

 

Since I live with a lot of doubt, the tuning of the E string had a large effect on me. 

After years of seeking certainty about the things that cannot be seen, I have pretty 

much surrendered to the necessity of faith: that love will last, that goodness has 

power, that God is real. I cannot lay hand on any of these things any more that I 

can hold an E note up by the stem. Even when I am not searching for it, the note 

is there. It was real before I ever was and it will remain real long after I am gone. 
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Lent is the season of the church year most focused on helping us find the true note of faith – the 

note that rings true in our innermost heart. Lent began last Wednesday – Ash Wednesday, we 

call it. The tradition belongs to the entire Christian church, but for many years it was pretty much 

a Roman Catholic monopoly. Methodists, in the old days, didn’t pay much attention to Lent 

unless you were of the high church mid-Atlantic strain. Today we’re recovering the custom and 

the symbolism. Last Wednesday, about four hundred of us walked forward, and one of the 

ministers made the sign of the cross on our forehead with a smudge of ashes and oil. Ashes – 

they come from the burned palm branches from the previous year’s Palm Sunday celebration. 

The ashes remind us of Jesus’ suffering and death just days later, an ancient symbol of grief and 

mortality and sin. The minister looks you in the eye and says ancient and frightful words: 

“Remember that you are dust and to dust you will return.”  

 

Laurie, Lindsey, Chad and I shared in the services, so while I participated in eight of the nine 

services here, Laurie zoomed down to Beaumont to make a hospital call. And Laurie noticed that 

people in the hospital were staring at her as if she hadn’t bathed in a year. Some would whisper 

to someone nearby, “What’s that on her face? Does she know it’s there?”  

 

Barbara Brown Taylor speaks of stumbling out of church on Ash Wednesday and walking 

blinking back into the world. She says that a few people will helpfully tell her that she has dirt on 

her forehead and that she responds, “Yes, I know. That’s my mortality. I thought I’d let it show 

today.” And, yes, the thought of our mortality wonderfully concentrates our mind on what is 

most essential about our faith.  

  

At the beginning of his ministry, immediately after his baptism, Jesus came face-to-face with his 

mortality. The Holy Spirit led him into the wilderness and there he experienced deprivation 

through fasting and testing. So year after year, the text for the first Sunday in Lent is always the 

same: Jesus in the wilderness, tempted by Satan. If you are part of our Lenten study of Adam 

Hamilton’s book The Way: Walking in the Footsteps of Jesus, in the very first chapter you’ll be 

introduced to the baptism of Jesus by his cousin John. You’ll see the most likely place on the 

Jordan River that the baptism took place (and it’s not where most tour groups go). Then 

Hamilton will take you into the Judean wilderness and to the cave close to where Jesus was 

baptized and you can see how extreme that territory is. It’s fascinating to see this harsh and 

beautiful area as Hamilton leads us. And it’s not too late to join a Lenten group. Talk to someone 

at the kiosk in Fellowship Hall and you’ll find a place to join this journey.  

  

Several of you have been to this wilderness region when you visited the Holy Land. I’ve seen it 

several times. It’s harsh country. It’s somewhat like the Black Hills of South Dakota except that 

it’s bleached stone-white and it descends from the heights of Jerusalem down to Jericho and the 

Dead Sea, which is the lowest spot of the face of the earth and very, very hot. It’s extreme land. 

And there, like Moses, like David, Jesus spent forty days in fasting and prayer.  

  

The story of Jesus’ temptation reflects the intensity of his struggles, as he is tempted to approach 

his mission in the “easy way.” Now, I believe that everyone who responds to God’s call upon 

their life will be tested, for the essence of testing – and perhaps of all temptation – is the struggle 

as to whether we have truly surrendered our life to God. Surrendered – not a word with which 

we’re comfortable. Holding nothing back. Not seeking the easy way out. We certainly see this 
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struggle in Jesus. He faces the decision whether to live for himself or to follow God with 

integrity. And so we read that after fasting forty days and forty nights, Jesus is hungry. The 

tempter comes to him and says, “If you are the son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 

Satan is so smooth. He appeals to Jesus’ physical needs, for he is obviously ravenous after 

fasting so long. 

 

Yet, Satan also appeals to Jesus’ sense of caring. I can just hear Satan saying, “Look, Jesus, this 

land is poor. You’re not the only one who is hungry. Less than one-fifth of the land is arable. It is 

plagued by droughts, floods, famine and Roman troops. How can you say you are the bread of 

life to a bunch of hungry people? For the love of God, turn the stones into bread!” Satan’s ploy is 

to get Jesus to do his own will rather than God’s will. And Jesus replies, “A person does not live 

on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” 

  

Then the devil takes Jesus to the holy city of Jerusalem and has him stand on the highest point of 

the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he says, “throw yourself down. For it is written, ‘He will 

command his angels concerning you, and they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not 

strike your foot against a stone.”  

  

This second temptation appeals to Jesus’ desire for public acclaim. What better public relations 

campaign could he have that jumping off the Temple and having angels rescue him? “No sweat,” 

says the voice of temptation, “just let God do that for you! That will prove to everyone that 

you’re the Messiah – no suffering, no rejection, no cross!” That’s tempting. Put God to the test. 

Put on a show. If Jesus settles on being a wonder worker, how easy would that be. He’d attract 

people to him just by performing miracles. It would be so easy for Jesus to just cloak himself in 

God’s power and never really suffer like you and I suffer.  

  

We’ve all heard the old story of the priest who went golfing with the rabbi, right? Before every 

putt, the priest crossed himself. And by the ninth hole he was nine strokes ahead. Said the rabbi, 

“Father, do you suppose it would be all right if I too crossed myself?” Answered the priest, “Of 

course, rabbi. Certainly! But it won’t do you any good until you learn how to putt.” Jesus resisted 

the temptation to take the easy way and have God simply “putt” for him and easily rescue him. 

Maybe you, too, look to God to do all the work once you become a Christian. Jesus answers 

succinctly, “It is also written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

  

Finally, the devil takes Jesus to a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the 

world and their splendor. “All this I will give to you,” he says, “if you will bow down and 

worship me.” In this third temptation, Satan appeals to Jesus’ desire for personal power. “You 

can have it all, Jesus; you can be King, if only you worship me.”  

  

Once more, Satan shows his devious ways, for he also appeals to Jesus’ sense of justice. “Jesus, 

think of your people! Look how your people have been oppressed for centuries. One hundred 

thousand Jews alone killed between 67 and 37 B.C. in failed rebellions. Have a heart, Jesus. 

They deserve a King, a mighty ruler, their own land!” And Jesus says to him, “Get away from 

me, Satan. For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” And Satan 

departs.  
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There are several lessons we can learn from this powerful story of Jesus’ temptations. First, and 

perhaps most obvious, is the fact that each and every one of us has to deal with temptation. Jesus 

was no different. Testing tries us and makes us true. Being tempted is a part of being a human 

being, and there’s much to learn from how Jesus resisted temptation. 

  

The Greek word here for “tempt” is peirasmos and it means both “to tempt” and “to test.” 

Testing is a necessary part of faith, and as long as we live we will be tested by other people, by 

situations and by circumstances. Of course, we are all tempted in different ways. Some are 

tempted to overeat, others to over-react, others to indulge in alcohol or drugs. Some are tempted 

by extramarital affairs or cheating on their taxes or always to make excuses. Just know: things 

will come that will test you – will test me – to live without God. Or worse, the temptation Jesus 

faced: to live as if God exists to serve us.  

  

That, our Christian faith maintains, is what is wrong with us. In our hearts, we’ve twisted things. 

We say we’re serving God, but we act as if God should serve us. Not Thy will, but mine be done. 

The result is that we create a hole in the heart of our being. Frederick Buechner says sin is a 

centrifuge. You know how a centrifuge works: spinning, it pushes everything out and away from 

the center of our being, pushing even God away, until there’s nothing there but self. Sin is finally 

selfishness, self-centeredness, hubris, pride; that secret sense that I, truly, am the center of the 

universe: Me, Mine, My nation, My religion, My tribe, My race, My clan, ME! It starts small, 

but before you know it you’ve become the center of the universe. You will be tested. 

  

Secondly, we see here that temptation and testing are subtle. After thirty-nine days, Jesus may 

have thought that he was home free. “Olly Olly Oxen Free!” We’re told that only after forty 

days, the tempter comes. Thirty-nine days, no problem. But when he’s famished and weak, the 

test begins. Medieval art has created an image of Satan that is monstrous, foul, terrifying. 

Ancient literature portrays him as the Father of Lies, the essence of evil. Our brand of modern 

Christianity understands mostly that Satan is not so much a being, a person with horns, tail and 

pitchfork, as a symbol of the reality of evil. Whatever picture you have in your mind, the key 

word is “subtle.”  

  

In Matthew’s account, the devil is not pictured as frightening but as smooth, clever. Norman 

Mailer, in his insightful novel The Gospel According to the Son, tells this encounter in an 

illuminating way. On the fortieth day, the visitor arrives. Jesus says, “And he was as handsome 

as a prince. He had a gold ornament on a gold chain about his neck, and the hair of this prince 

was as long as my own and lustrous. He was dressed in robes of velvet that were as purple as late 

evening and he wore a crown as golden as the sun. He introduced himself. I said to myself, ‘The 

Devil is the most beautiful creature God ever made.’ 

  

“He looked at me fondly. His eyes were black marbles but there were lights within. He said, ‘Are 

you hungry? Are you in need of a drink?’ And he brought forth a jug of wine and a leg of lamb, 

well cooked. I refused his food and he said, “But, of course, you have no need of food. Being the 

Son of God, you can easily command these stones to be bread!” And there the very reasonable 

test, the temptation was put.  
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Norman Mailer captures the ambiguity that surrounds the decisions you and I have to make 

every day, decisions Jesus made. Now don’t miss this. The decisions we make are not always 

black and white. Turning stones into bread isn’t a bad idea. Why, that could be a handy gift to 

have to solve world hunger. Accumulating political influence in order to implement your 

program is not bad. Nor is engaging in good public relations and marketing, which is what the 

Devil suggests Jesus try by leaping from the pinnacle of the temple. We couldn’t do that, but it 

could have been a possibility for Jesus. These aren’t so bad. How are we to know not to do 

them?  

  

And note that these temptations are not reprehensible, terrible things. The temptation is not to 

rob, cheat, steal, or do violence to innocent people. If there are crimes here, they are victimless 

crimes. “Feed yourself! Save your people! Let God save you!” What’s so wrong about that? Yet, 

what Jesus is tempted to do is to take the easy way out, take the shortcuts, persuade by novelty 

and sensation rather than the substance of his teaching and his life. Jesus’ great temptation was a 

familiar one: to be less than God created him to be and wanted him to be, to be less than 

absolutely obedient to God. We’ll see this struggle again when Jesus prays in the garden called 

Gethsemane.  

  

As Paul taught, we do not walk by sight and possession, but by faith. And anyone who is living 

by faith will be faced with a wilderness of ambiguity and uncertainty. I think the forty days of 

Lent, and the entire road of our spiritual trek, will require us to do what Jesus did in his forty 

days: namely, to examine ourselves and our motivations, to take time to pray and draw near to 

God, to resolve in absolute obedience to follow God’s Way, not the Easy Way.  

  

And that’s what we are to do in this season of Lent. We are to use these forty days to wrestle 

with the wilderness of our inner being, resolving to follow Christ’s Way faithfully and without 

reservation, so that the true note of faith will ring true in our hearts and in our world.  

  

At the end of this brief passage, we come to what I think is one of the most beautiful passages in 

scripture. Following the ambiguity and doubt, the hunger and the hard decisions, the temptation 

and the testing, the very last verse tells us: “The devil left him and suddenly angels came and 

waited on him.” I think there are angels waiting to do no less for us today.  

  

May we pray: Father, we know that to live means to be tested. We know that temptation and 

testing come to all of us and they are means by which we mature and grow. So give us strength, 

Father, to endure the times of testing. Give us courage, Lord, when we cannot see the way. And 

give us faith to trust where we cannot see that, one day, we might be found with the saints 

victorious in that day when your love is all in all in this broken and difficulty world. Now, lead 

us by your Spirit to grow up into life by means of your grace through Jesus Christ our Lord, on 

whose name we call and by whom we are saved. Amen. 


