
Genesis 2:15-27; 3:1-7; Matthew 4:1-11 

Today is the first Sunday in Lent and we begin with the temptations of Jesus in the 

wilderness. The first thing that needs to be said about them is that we do not know how 

they occurred. Was Jesus literally whisked from the wilderness to the top of the temple in 

Jerusalem and then to a mountain top? If so, which mountain was that so that one could see 

all the kingdoms on earth from it? Or was it a vision? Bible stories are true but not 

necessarily literal. They are images, pictures, windows into God’s truths. They teach us 

about God and his love for his people. What then can we learn from this one? 

The temptations took place at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry on earth. Before he did 

anything, before he was known, loved and reviled, he was tempted. It’s as if he had to know 

his own mind and the strength of his convictions before he went public. Maybe because 

temptations didn’t end here. The other famous moments of doubt will take place in the 

Garden of Gethsemane and on the cross. There might have been others too. It’s human to 

experience doubt and question ourselves, our circumstances, God.  

It started already in the Garden of Eden – and that’s our first reading of today. Serpent taps 

into something that exists in Adam and Eve even before the animal spoke to them. It’s their 

fundamental insecurity and a sense of lack of wholeness and completeness. You’d think they 

had everything in the Garden of Eden. They had food, shelter, company, trouble free life 

with constant access to the Creator of the world. What could one possibly want more? And 

yet they did. They still felt insecure enough to give in to the serpent’s questioning: Did God 

really say?... You will not certainly die! He just doesn’t want you to know and understand 

more. Go on! 

This same sense of insecurity pervades our own lives even today. We doubt God’s love and 

wisdom. We believe it only if our loved ones are healed of cancer, come back safely from a 

tour in Afghanistan or we get the job we wanted. But God cannot possibly love me if my 

loved one dies of cancer; my nephew comes back maimed and with PTSD from the army or 

the job goes to someone else. Or can he? 

Modern advertising bombards us with messages fuelling our sense of insecurity and 

incompleteness too. It used to be that the quality of the product was the reason to buy 

something. Then it was the endorsement of a celebrity. But now it’s because if we buy this 

product or use that service, we will miraculously acquire the lifestyle that fulfils all we ever 

dreamed of. As if anything we pay for could make us any less lonely, unhappy or dissatisfied 

with life. Don’t get me wrong – there’s nothing untoward with any of those products and 

services, it’s just that we expect too much from them. The latest running shoes are not 

going to fulfil our deepest longings, they are ultimately just shoes with no power to do so. 

That same sense of insecurity was employed by the devil in his dealings with Jesus. ‘If you 

are the Son of God’ puts Jesus’ very identity and relationship with his father into question. It 

taps into the natural human insecurity. Jesus, unlike Adam and Eve, doesn’t give in though.  

The temptation was real too. Jesus had been fasting for 40 days and nights and was simply 

starving. The temptation comes when he’s at his weakest and most vulnerable and it comes 



in the form of his own desire – tell these stones to become bread! Nothing more obvious! 

And yet Jesus refuses to subscribe to the vision of life which is physical only. God’s provision 

will come when it will come – in God’s good time and not Jesus’ or the devil’s. Provision is 

God’s prerogative and not our entitlement. Like with the cancer, job or tour in Afghanistan – 

we are to live for God’s glory and not for the benefit we can get from the relationship with 

God. 

This reminds me of my home denomination in Poland. Poland is strongly Roman Catholic so 

other denominations are a tiny minority. The Reformed Church in Poland I grew up in had 

about 12,000 members during the communist era – when there were food, medication and 

clothes parcels coming from partner churches in other countries. After 1989 they stopped 

coming and the number of members dropped to bare 1,200… We are to worship God for 

who God is and not for any perks, real or imagined, we might get from that relationship. 

Back to the temptation of Jesus – he was hungry, really hungry. Few of us understand what 

that means. If we decide to give up something for Lent, it’s a treat like sugar, alcohol or 

chocolate. Some people give up plastic for Lent. We can also take something up that will 

bring us closer to God – a Bible study or acts of kindness. But we don’t deprive ourselves of 

anything in order to focus on God the way Jesus did.   

I’m not advocating a 40-day fast either. All I’m saying is that our Lent is very different from 

Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness. However, hopefully at the end of it we will rediscover our 

identity in God just like Jesus did, find our place in his love and gain strength to face 

whatever temptations and struggles might lie ahead. Hopefully we will also realise that God 

is no less present with us in our sorrow, anxiety and suffering than he is in our happiest and 

most glorious moments. The same way God was with Jesus both in his baptism with the 

voice of God proclaiming that he is his beloved Son in whom he is well pleased as he was in 

the strife of the 40 days and the trials of the temptations at the end of that period. God’s 

presence does not need to manifest itself in supernatural ways to be as true.  

While the first temptation was about the basic need for food and Jesus himself, the second 

one went further as it tapped into the need for the approval and admiration of others. If 

Jesus jumped from the top of the temple and been rescued by the angels, can you imagine 

the wow factor with which his ministry would have begun? The press would be all over him 

and people would be crowding around him. But Jesus didn’t choose that kind of acclaim. 

Jesus wasn’t there to please and wow the crowds but to please God. That’s why whenever 

he healed anybody, he always told them to keep quiet about it. It wasn’t fame he was after 

but pursuing God’s Kingdom.  

Could the Church learn from this? Are we here to please the crowds or to please God? Does 

anything go? We do bend over backwards to accommodate folk but sometimes, does the 

end justify the means? I’ve been told on several occasions that I cannot preach on this or 

that because it might offend folk. Jesus won the ultimate victory over death and the grave, 

over the power of evil, not by pleasing anyone – after all he spoke the truth which 

sometimes angered and offended folk. He won the victory through the cross. 



It’s our natural need to feel appreciated and wanted. But if we try and fill this need by losing 

our salt, our light, our identity in God, where does that get us? What are your greatest 

needs and desires? Where can the devil trip you up? Can you withstand the pressure? I pray 

we all do this Lent and beyond. Amen.  


