
Grow By Resisting Temptation 

Matthew 4:1-11 

Today is the first Sunday of Lent.  As you probably already know, Lent is the Christian 

season immediately preceding the celebration of Easter.  The word “Lent” comes from 

the Old English word lencten, which means “springtime.”  And just as springtime is a 

season for growth in nature, so also, Lent is a season for growth in spirit!  During Lent we 

are called to practice with renewed fervor those spiritual disciplines that foster a 

springtime of growth in our souls – disciplines like repentance, prayer, fasting, almsgiving, 

worship, bible study, and Christian fellowship.    

In addition to those traditional disciplines, there are other things we can do to foster 

spiritual growth.  Chief among those other things is the work of resisting temptation.  After 

all, we can hardly grow in spirit if we are constantly succumbing to the siren song of sin! 

In today’s gospel lesson, we find Jesus in the wilderness resisting temptation. And by 

watching him closely, we can learn a few things about both the nature of temptation and 

the art of resisting it.   

Notice first, the nature of temptation.  Temptation is a subtle appeal to live for yourself 

instead of for God.  I say it is subtle because Satan never tempted Jesus to do anything 

that was obviously or overtly wrong.  For example, Jesus was naturally hungry after 

fasting 40 days in the wilderness so Satan tempted him to turn the stones at his feet into 

plump loaves of bread.  “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become 

loaves of bread,” he said.  (Mt. 4:3) What was wrong with that? Obviously, nothing, right?   

Now look at the next temptation.  Jesus was the Messiah – the long-awaited Savior – and 

the Jews believed the Messiah would somehow appear in the Temple, so Satan tempted 

Jesus to make a miraculous appearance in the Temple precinct by leaping from the 

Temple tower so he could be caught by a band of helpful angels, thus impressing the 

Jewish crowd.  Satan even supported his suggestion by quoting from a Messianic Psalm 

– Psalm 91 – to show Jesus that it would be okay to do this.  “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.’”  

(Mt. 4:6-7) What was wrong with that? Obviously, nothing, right?   

Now let’s look at the last temptation.  You see, Jesus, by his own admission, had come 

to usher in the Kingdom of Heaven, so Satan promised to give Jesus all of the kingdoms 

of this world in exchange for a little worship.  After all, who would know and what could it 

possibly hurt so long as Jesus got the kingdoms in exchange? And so, Satan said, “All 

these (kingdoms) I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” (Mt. 4: 9) Well, that 

might be a little wrong; but really, the ends justify the means, don’t they?   

You see, in none of these instances did Satan tempt Jesus to rob a bank, visit a 

whorehouse, cheat on his taxes, or do any other egregious thing.  But in every instance, 

Satan tempted Jesus to serve himself without any reference to his Father in heaven; and 

he tempted Jesus in what appeared to be innocent or innocuous ways.  “Hunger is a God-

given appetite, right?  Then satisfy it.  There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?  Worship 



is due the Messiah, correct?  Then do something spectacular to get it.  There’s nothing 

wrong with that, either, is there?  You’ve come to establish the kingdom of heaven, true?  

Well here are all the kingdoms of the world…reach out and take them and they’re yours 

to rule.  It’ll be okay…won’t it?”     

Do you see how subtle these temptations were and how subtle our temptations so often 

are?  Oh of course, there are times when we are tempted to do egregious things – to 

cheat on our spouse, to play around with porn, to lie to our neighbor, to unleash our anger 

in cruel or abusive ways, or to steal what isn’t our own.  But in most instances, we are 

simply tempted to pursue good things through innocent and innocuous means, while living 

life for the ourselves instead of for God. In a word, we are tempted to be self-serving 

instead of God-serving.  And we cover it all up by coming to church every now and again! 

But Jesus was committed to living life fully for his Father in heaven and not solely for 

himself.  So, every decision was made in reference to his Father’s will and pleasure.  

Because of that commitment, even innocent acts couldn’t be taken if they weren’t 

somehow in the service of his Father.  When Satan said, “Command these stones to 

become loaves of bread,” Jesus said, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every 

word that comes from the mouth of God.”  When Satan said, “If you are the Son of God, 

throw yourself down (from the Temple tower),” Jesus said, “Do not put the Lord your God 

to the test.”  When Satan showed Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and said, “All these 

I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me,” Jesus said, “Away with you Satan! 

For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” (Mt. 4:3-4, 6-7, 9-10) 

Now I think it’s instructive to note that in every instance Jesus defeated temptation by 

referring to the scriptures.  In each of his replies he quoted a verse from the book of 

Deuteronomy.  Now I know it’s true, the bible can be used, and misused, as it was by 

Satan in this very instance, to prove almost anything we want to prove.  But I also believe 

we are better equipped to resist temptation if, like Jesus, our minds are soaked in and 

saturated with the word of God.  Why?  Because the word of God helps us discern the 

mind of God on most of the matters that govern our living.  So, the more and better we 

know these words, the more and better we will understand the broad sweep of God’s 

good intent for us and all of God’s creation.  And knowing this, we’ll less likely be led 

astray by our own selfishness to our own detriment and the harm of God’s good creation.  

So, I like what Eugene Petersen says about the bible in his commentary on the book of 

Revelation.  Petersen says, “The Revelation has 404 verses.  In those 404 verses, there 

are 518 references to earlier scripture…In these 518 references to earlier scripture there 

is not a single direct quotation. That means that though St. John is immersed in scripture 

and submits himself to it, he does not merely repeat it – it is recreated in him.  He does 

not quote scripture in order to prove something; rather, he assimilates scripture so that 

he becomes someone.”1 And what did he become?  He became a saint! 

 
1 Reversed Thunder: The Revelation of John & the Praying Imagination by Eugene H. Petersen.  First 
Harper Collins Paperback Edition, San Francisco, 1991, p. 23. 



Obviously, Jesus was able to quote the scripture, word for word, in ways you and I may 

never be able to, but he did this because he had so assimilated the scriptures into his 

heart and mind that he could quote them to defeat temptation in his every hour of trial and 

need. And the quoted texts were never taken out of context and used as prooftexts to 

prove some point that he wanted to prove, apart from the will of God – as Satan was wont 

to do, and did do in this specific case.  So, this then is one of the chief ways we resist 

temptation: we resist temptation by assimilating the mind of God through the words of 

God so we may better understand and adhere to the will of God in our own hours of trial 

and temptation.   

But let’s face it.  None of us is Jesus Christ.  All of us will be tempted and we will, from 

time to time, succumb to the siren song of sin.  That’s why Jesus is more than our 

Example. He is our Savior! So, let’s resist the devil as Jesus did, and be confident that 

we will often win in our fight against temptation so long as Jesus is our helper.  But when 

we fail and fall, let’s give thanks that we have a Savior who did all things necessary to 

secure forgiveness for our sins and to help us set out again on the way of holiness and 

righteousness – even Jesus Christ our Lord!  In the words of Hebrews 4:14-16, 

“Since…we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the 

Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has 

been (tempted) as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace 

with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” Yes, 

my friend, in our own hours of trial or temptation, let us approach the throne of our Savior 

Jesus so that we may receive mercy when we fail, and find grace to help us rise again to 

victory when we fall.  That, my friends, is the good news for today!  Amen.    


