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Matthew 4:1-11

4 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested by the devil. 2 He fasted forty days and forty nights,
and afterward 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.””

8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory, ®and he
said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” ' Then 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.

Let’s face it, maybe this year I will win at Lent and find something like cabbage or kale to give up successfully for all
forty days of Lent. On the other hand, if I was offered the opportunity to turn stones to bread, to magically make food readily
available at any given moment, I would have a hard time resisting temptation, I'm guessing I would fold like a cheap lawn
chair. I am confessing to you now that I would definitely succumb to the bottomless buffett of turning stones to bread. Why
not end all physical hunger forever and have the lifetime shopping spree and endless supply of resources at my fingertips
forever. And honestly, while we are covering the temptations offered to Jesus, I would like to go ahead and admit that T am
enough of a show-off to not try my luck trotting out my divine super powers and flinging myself off the pinnacle and then
miraculously saving myself. I don’t think I could resist the spectacle and the awe and adulation by the spectators. And then
the third temptation: world domination, who doesn’t want that?

To quote our current White House deputy chief of staff and homeland security advisor to the President in a recent
conversation with Jake Tapper on CNN, ‘We live in a world in which you can talk all you want about international niceties
and everything else, but we live in a world, in the real world, Jake, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force,

that is governed by power.” He concluded: ‘These are the iron laws of the world since the beginning of time.” Might makes



right. Only the strong survive. Or to quote the ancient Greek political realist Thucydides from before Jesus time: ‘the strong
do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.’

So yes, give me world domination, in exchange for a little seductive temptation, and that is going to be a hard one for
me to pass up. Don’t get me wrong, I sang on Ash Wednesday, ‘Lord I want to be a Christian in my heart, in my heart,” but I
guess I know myself well enough to know if you took me up on a high mountain and showed me all the kingdoms of the
world and offered me the opportunity to rule over them and all I had to do was completely sell my soul, I am not saying it is
going to be an easy decision/temptation, I am just saying that is going to be a tough one to pass up. Think of all the good I
could do. I could arrange the whole world exactly the way I wanted it. Push all the buttons and wield power responsibly,
fairly, but most importantly, as I saw fit.

So other than helping us to see the obvious, which is that Jesus is a better, more faithful, and stronger will-powered
person than I could ever be, why else might Jesus decline these seductive offers here in Matthew? Why not satisty everyone’s
physical hungers, why not put on a show of his messianic powers and purposely fling himself off the temple top, to show
God’s divine superpower to preserve life? And why not accept the power to dominate, to exploit, to manipulate, to divide
and conquer? Yet in all three cases, Jesus declines, Jesus resists, Jesus says no. And in all three cases, Jesus declines
temptations that the rest of us don’t always even realize are temptations in the first place. For instance, imagine having the
power to always satisfy one’s own needs, to never have to want for anything, to have the power to make bread on demand, to
create unlimited resources, to never struggle to make ends meat, to fulfill all physical and material hungers. If Jesus was the
Son of God, he would do this. Right?

That’s another characteristic of this interchange with the tempter. The conditional. The if/then. If you are the Son of
God, then you must do this. Or maybe you have heard it posed to you this way, if you are a real Christian, then you would
believe this way or act like this or say this. If you are the Son of God prove it. If you are a real Christian, prove it. Right here
at the beginning, but throughout the gospel narratives, Jesus is unconcerned with proving that he is the Messiah. He rarely
mentions it and when the disciples do talk about it, he tells them to keep quiet. He refuses to use his charisma or divine
powers or even his righteousness to enact his Messiahship in pyrotechnic ways. Rather than prove he is the Messiah or sent
by God by doing something special or by a conditional if/then imposed on him by others, he relinquishes his own ability to
achieve fulfillment and instead trusts that God will give him what he needs. And in doing so he redefines what we mean by
power.

The priest and commentator Robert Farrar Capon quotes Martin Luther calling the type of power Jesus chooses as

left-handed power. ‘Unlike the power of the right hand (which interestingly enough, is governed by the logical, plausibility-



loving left hemisphere of the brain), left-handed power is guided by the more intuitive, open, and imaginative right side of
the brain.! A power that seeks to share power rather than dominate or exploit. A power that seeks to enrich the whole and
bring out the best in everyone’s gifts, a power that forgives and heals rather than only sees winners and losers or divides us
all clearly between the righteous and the evildoers. If you are the Son of God, save yourself, do a magic trick, show us how
powerful and special and superhuman you are, but Jesus refuses, and instead reminds us that massive displays of power or
pyrotechnics in fact betray the type of humanity he seeks to embody, and that Jesus refuses a kind of humanity seduced by
easy paths of salvation, and instead trust in a divine salvation that doesn’t have to show off or prove its chosenness or worth
at every turn. I don’t think for instance, that a person can ever prove or guarantee their authenticity as a Christian, whether
it be through the apostolic succession or their ethical commitments or a conversion experience or the having the right beliefs
about scripture or even God. I wonder if Jesus’ point on the temple top temptation is that if you have to go around proving or
even persuading the people that you are godly or that you are messianic or that you have authentic powers, then you are far
atield from God’s will for humanity. The goal is a humanity flourishing before God and loving and elevating neighbor, not a
humanity anxious about whether or not they are truly called or chosen or authentically Christian or blessed by God.

Last year’s Luberger lecturer Michael Lindvall wrote a series of murder mysteries and in his second one, ‘Earth to
Earth, that takes place in Scotland, he has a character who we meet in a pub and who shares his belief that the virtues of
Christianity ruined the older virtues of what he calls the old religion. Virtues like ‘personal strength, valor, honor, heroism,
loyalty to kith and clan,” were the true virtues while virtues of ‘compassion, self-giving, love, mercy, and hope’ were
saccharine poison that he hoped were retreating ‘back to the dark hole it rose from.”> Thankfully, we know a thing or two
about a God who rises out of dark holes, but these temptations that Jesus refuses, do not show us an abdication of power,
but rather an exercise of a different kind of power, one that refuses to be a virtuoso humanity, but a humanity that is fully
human and relies on a power that builds up the whole, that shows mercy, that sees the God-given gifts in the least, the lost,
and the last, a power that leaves no one behind, even if they are difficult or cumbersome or hard to bear.

In the last temptation, Jesus is given the power to dominate, to use force, to take power in the ironclad ways power
has always been used, abused, and taken whether it was the Babylonians or Alexander the Great or the Roman Caesars or
European kings or the power chasers of our day. Jesus refuses such a way of seizing power or using power, and he not only
rejects such a way of wielding power, but n the words of Stan Saunders, New Testament commentator, he rejects ‘hierachy,

domination, and violence,” and puts his power to use through ‘service, justice, mutuality, sharing, and right relationships.’

' Robert Farrar Capon, Kingdom, Grace, and Judgment, 23.

2 Michael Lindvall, Earth to Earth, 161.



Beginning in the wilderness and all the way to the cross, Jesus offers a different kind of power, a left-handed power, and
alternative to the ‘world’s violent, life-taking power.”

So where does that leave us? Get all we can while we can? Figure out the best way to prove to everyone we are the
most authentic Christian? Seize power, find a way to exploit power, and don’t pretend life is about anything more, no such
thing as a bogus higher calling? I think Lent is actually an annual attempt to get us to remind us of the fruitlessness of such
pursuits and to encourage us to give up on such pursuits, despite their ingrained seductiveness, not only because Jesus faced
all those temptations down and rejected them, but because each of the seductions represent an impaired and an unfulfilled
humanity; a humanity that finds that having everything you could ever want cannot fill the God-size hole in us, a humanity
that finds we will never prove our way into the Christian faith, a humanity that loses its soul and personhood even as it gains
the whole world through control and domination.

In this days, and in truth, in all our days, may we find our true humanity, in our dependence upon God and upon
each other, may we find our true humanity be being content with a faith whose authenticity may never be able to prove, may
we find our true humanity in the limitations of our ambition and power and control. And may we find true fulfillment, faith,

and power through the humanity Jesus offers here, a humanity that is freely ours in him. Amen.

3 Stan Saunders, Preaching the Gospel of Matthew: Proclaiming God’s Presence, 25.



