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The gods of the Lectionary committee have this Sunday right. They have it right that on the first Sunday of Lent 
each year the gospel reading should be one of the Gospels' telling of the story of Jesus' temptation in the 
wilderness. This year it's Luke's version. But, they have it right, because what they are saying is that as we enter 
these forty days of Lent, which in the church have always been understood to be a time of spiritual preparation 
and rededication and further conversion to the way of Christ in and for the world, before we celebrate the events 
of Holy Week and Easter, as we enter this season, this story of Jesus' temptation is to be understood as being a 
model for us. 
 
Too often we've read this story as just being about Jesus, and so it becomes evidence of just how different he 
was from us. It becomes evidence of his divinity, and the task then for us is to make sure we profess the right 
belief, that is, belief that Jesus is the Son of God. It would be a mistake to let this story be about that. Rather, in 
placing this story at the beginning of Lent, the Lectionary committee has properly understood that the intent of 
the story is quite the opposite of that. It's a model for us. It's meant instead to show us how like Jesus is to us, 
how much we are like Jesus. It wants to reveal to us the true nature of the human temptation that threatens to 
destroy life. It's saying as we enter this season of rededication and further conversion to the way of Christ, we 
need to understand the true nature of the struggle that is always ours in that venture. Because, it's the same 
struggle that was Jesus' as he sought to live God's way in the world. And, it wants to say to us, even as you come 
to understand the true depth of this struggle, take heart, there's hope for us in Jesus defeating of that temptation. 
 
The story comes right on the heels of Jesus' baptism. That is, it comes right when Jesus has come to know and 
understand himself and the meaning of his life as deeply rooted in and belonging to God. Apparently, that's 
when the devil gets a foot in the door. And that's interesting to think about. Some years ago, Princeton professor 
Elaine Pagels wrote a book exploring our continuing fascination with the Devil. Pagels tells how Christians 
borrowed the notion of Satan from the Jews and then, in a peculiar perversion, applied it to Jews, demonizing 
their Jewish adversaries as collaborators with Satan. Then they demonized their pagan enemies, Christian 
heretics, anybody with whom they had a disagreement. She goes on to say that Satan is merely the ancient 
Jewish and Christian name for the “other,” for anyone who is different from us and whose existence poses a 
challenge or a threat to us. 
 
Church history is a long record of the ways in which we have demonized those whom we did not understand, or 
who we understood as a threat. I personally don't believe that the devil is some kind of spiritual being who's 
running around, but neither do I think that it is merely the projection of human fears. But, I think Pagels' insights 
are instructive as to the nature of an  independent power or principle that is at work in the way human 
communities form themselves and interact with one another. The word in Greek that gets translated as “devil” is 
“diabolos” which literally means “one who throws things around” or “stirs things up,” one who “confuses the 
issue.” And the word in Greek (a different word) that gets translated as “Satan” literally means “the accuser.” 
Think about that in relation to human communities and how they interact. First, things get thrown around and 
stirred up and the real issues get confused, and then when there's enough confusion and unrest, someone points a 
finger, some one or some group is accused of being the cause of whatever the perceived problem is. 
 
So, the New Testament says that's the nature of the devil, that's the nature of this principle at work in human life. 
And this story of the temptation of Jesus says always, at the center what gets confused is the nature of who God 
really is. That's what the temptation behind each of these three temptations Jesus faces is! It's the temptation to 
confuse the nature of God. Is God one of the gods of religion, a god of power and might, or is God the One 
Jesus knew as the God of self-emptying Love? And so, for the first temptation, right after Jesus has heard a 
voice from heaven declaring, “You are my Son...” the devil appears saying to Jesus, “If you are the Son of 
God...” prove it with an act of power. “Command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” 
 



So, is God a god who gives us some kind of extra power and control over our life, not available to others? Or, is 
God One who's self-emptying love in and for all people can be trusted to give life filled with meaning and truth 
no matter how threatening our circumstances seem? Are we tempted to think that because we are Christians we 
have some kind of  advantage either now or later over Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, Hindus, or atheists? Is that 
how we want our Christianity to work for us? 
 
Is God a god who plays favorites? According to this story, that's a temptation of the devil. And in the second 
temptation, Jesus “in an instant” suddenly sees all the kingdoms of the world. And by saying “in an instant,” 
Luke is saying this is a moment of insight into all the kingdoms of earth that ever were or ever will be. In 
Matthew's telling of this story, it's here that suddenly Jesus recognizes where all this confusion and temptation is 
coming from and names it as Satan, “the accuser.” He suddenly sees that all human kingdoms are formed around 
this principle of defining “us” as over against “them”. That is, they all involved finding someone, or some other 
group to “accuse” for whatever their perceived problems are. 
 
And in that sense, what Luke has the devil saying to Jesus is true, isn't it? They've all been given over to him. 
The “kingdoms” of the world are his to give to anyone. All anyone has to do is buy into the mechanism of 
creating scapegoats, buy into creating privilege, buy into creating insiders and outsiders, and you can rise to the 
top of a human kingdom. Just “worship” at the altar of confusing the issue and accusing someone. Does that 
sound familiar to you in the ways of cultures and religions and elections and government? It does to me. Again, 
is God a god who gives extra power to some over others? That is, is God ever on the side of scapegoating? Or, is 
God the One who in love allows himself to be our scapegoat, allows us to crucify him, that we might come to 
recognize his true embracing and forgiving nature? 
 
Finally, Jesus is taken to the pinnacle of the temple and the devil quotes Scripture to him. “Don't you believe in 
God's promises in Scripture,” the devil asks? Show that you do! But, you see again, those promises from Psalm 
91, as the devil quotes them, are not expressions of encouragement in seeking to remain true to God in tough 
times as they were originally written to be, but the seeking to establish some kind of special status. So, again 
that's our temptation, isn't it? How often have we tried to use scripture in a way that seeks to establish our 
special status as Christians? At the heart of all of our temptations is the temptation to confuse who God really is. 
That's pretty tough for us to face, isn't it. Can we ever get past that? You and I are so often looking for some 
advantage over someone else. 
 
But, here's the Good News. Through all the confusions, and all the competing and chaotic forces around him, 
Jesus remained true to who he knew God to be. Desiring only to imitate the God of powerless love, he was 
therefore immune to the contagion of desire for some advantage or special status in life, gained through riches or 
political or military power, or race or gender or religion or nationality. Friends, in Lent and always, he is our 
model. His faith, his imitation of the God of powerless love is the model for what the life of faith means for us. 
It does not matter how we all have succumbed to the temptation to confuse who God is in the past, and all the 
ways that confusion has worked itself out in our lives individually, as a church or as a nation. God is a God of 
forgiveness, and newness and possibility! 
 
God is a God of love and hope! The point is: resist that temptation. Have the faith of Jesus. If we are 
intentionally seeking to grow in our understanding and following of Jesus, the Spirit will be at work in us, as 
Paul said, giving us the same mind,  the same faith that Jesus had. Let us then, with Christ, put aside all our 
confusions, put aside all our accusations and seek to keep a holy Lent, being reconciled to all as we seek to 
follow ever more earnestly the way of our Lord. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


