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“To be human is to be tempted”

Today marks the first Sunday in Lent, the season of sober, serious self-reflection in relation to

Jesus’s journey to, and death on, the cross. Lent is the 40 day season, not counting Sundays,

in which traditionally, Christians have focussed on repentance, prayer, fasting, and caring for

the poor. The 40 day season of Lent is a reminder that Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness,

Moses  spent  40  days  on  Mt.  Sinai,  and  the  Israelites  spent  40  years  wandering  in  the

wilderness. The gospel for this first Sunday in Lent always focusses on Jesus being tempted

by the devil in the wilderness. So let’s have a closer look at the gospel and how the devil

tempted Jesus.

   The first temptation of turning stones into bread may be interpreted in at least two ways.

First, it emphasises that “My needs are top priority over and above everyone else’s.” Rather

than serving God and serving others, the temptation encourages Jesus to cater to his own

needs  and wants.  Second,  this  first  temptation  can  also  be  understood  as  focussing  on

immediate gratification. It places so much emphasis on being rewarded right now-instantly,

that it confuses our needs with our wants. Our wants become an endless slavery whereby

they are the be all and end all for us. Our fast-moving society today often caves in to this

temptation of immediate gratification—tempting people to falsely believe that they don’t have

to wait for their needs to be met; they can get what they want instantly. 

   The second temptation of worldly power, glory, authority and idolatry may be interpreted in

at least two ways. First, We are tempted to place all of our self-worth into  our  status,  our

wealth,  our  job,  our  success and achievements. For example: “I’m a pastor of a large city

parish, therefore I’m better than the pastor who serves a rural three-point parish.” Or, worse

yet, such focus on our self-worth through temporal things can turn into false gods, and cause

people to violate the first commandment of having no other gods besides God. The second

way this temptation may be interpreted is to believe in a lie and not believe the truth. The devil

DOES NOT have all authority over the worldly kingdoms—Christ does! Christ’s authority is

greater and more powerful than the devil’s, and thus it is to be trusted. (See e.g., John 1:1-4;

Matthew 28:18; & Colossians 1:16-17)
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   The third temptation to throw Jesus down from the temple may be interpreted in at least two

ways. First, it is the temptation to use religion as an insurance policy, a security blanket, a

bullet-proof vest. In a sense it becomes superstitious—for example, you have to go to church

and then your life will  be hunky-dory, you will  then be healthy, successful,  and wealthy. It

removes the grace response of a person wanting to  go to church as an expression of faith

and  gratitude  for  what  Jesus  has  done  for  you.  The  second  way  of  understanding  this

temptation is using sensationalism, the spectacular to dazzle, awe and wow people. It is to

tempt or test God by deliberately placing oneself in dangerous situations to entertain people—

for example, walking across Niagara Falls on a tight-rope. 

   Jesus, of course, was able to resist all three temptations, and chose instead the way of the

cross, the hardest way of all, to suffer and die there to atone for your and my sins, and the

sins of all humankind. 

   We too are, of course, tempted, tested, in a variety of ways. To be human is to be tempted.

Listen to the following story of how someone is tempted in our time.

   Sid wandered into the hotel restaurant and picked up the menu. He wasn’t really hungry at

this late hour but there was nothing on television and nothing for him to do until the morning.

He took a seat and considered his choices.

   “What’s good?” he asked the waiter.

   “Pretty much everything.” The waiter pointed at a few selections. “Personally I like the fried

platter or the burger with the works.”

   Sid scanned the options. “I think I’ll go with the chicken sandwich.”

   “Fries with that or a salad?”

   Sid thought for a moment. Carolyn was onto him about his weight and he knew he didn’t

need the calories. “Salad.”

   “And to drink?” the waiter asked. “We’ve got a fully stocked bar so you can have whatever

you want.”

   Sid looked over at the bottles behind the counter. He wasn’t driving anywhere and Carolyn

wasn’t there to get upset and tell him he had a problem with alcohol. Sure he might have

drunk too much when he was younger but that was years ago. Sid thought it over. Maybe

after his meal he would have something. 

   “Just water please.”
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   “Sure.” The waiter took the menu. “Maybe I can tempt you later.”

   Sid gave him a weak smile. He wondered if maybe he’d made a mistake coming down here.

It was just that upstairs with the internet access and nothing to do, he had thought about

going to some of those sites that the guys at work were always talking about. He would never

think of it at home with Carolyn and the children around but here there was no reason for him

not  to  see what  all  the fuss was about.  He sighed.  He was at  a  religious conference, a

gathering of people talking about church and God. The session today had been inspiring and

uplifting. Why was he now thinking about all the things he shouldn’t be doing?

   The waiter arrived with his drink. “Your sandwich will just be a minute.”

   “Thanks.”

   “You mind if I ask you a question? Things are slow here.”

   “Sure.” Sid gestured to the empty chair across from him.

   The waiter sat. “Are you with the Christian conference group?”

   “I am.” Sid nodded. “It’s been a great gathering.”

   “The delegates have certainly been enthusiastic.” The waiter paused. “Are you a pastor?”

   Sid shook his head. “No, just an ordinary Christian.”

   “Oh. You mind if I ask you a question anyway?”

   “Not at all.”

   “How do you resist  temptation?”  The waiter  gestured around him.  “Working here and

working nights I see people at their lowest. Hurting people who have tried to drown their pain

with booze or drugs. Lonely people who will do anything to not be by themselves. I get offers

pretty much every night for things that I know I shouldn’t do.”

   “And do you give in?”

   “Sometimes.” The waiter looked down. “I don’t like myself when I do.”

   “I hear you.” Sid took a deep breath. “To resist temptation I make sure I read the Bible and

pray regularly. That keeps me focussed on knowing what’s right and wrong.” 

   “What about the things that are hard to resist?”

   Sid thought for a few moments. “Having someone to talk to is a great help.”

   The waiter scratched his head. “You mean like a friend I could confide in?”

   “Someone to keep you honest. To remind you of forgiveness and grace but also to not

accept excuses.”
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   “I think I know someone who could do that,” the waiter said.

   “A friend your age?”

   “Yeah.”

   Sid shook his head. “That might be okay but I think sometimes friends don’t challenge us

enough. And sometimes that is what we need when we are facing temptation. Someone who

isn’t afraid to call something wrong a sin.”

   “I never thought of it that way.” The waiter paused. “Maybe my grandmother. She’s a good

listener, a straight shooter, and the best Christian I know.”

   Sid smiled. “I  think if  you can talk to her about what happens here she’ll  help you for

certain.”

   “Your sandwich should be ready.” The waiter stood up. “Thanks.”

   “My pleasure.” Sid stood up as well. “Can I get it to go? I think I’d like to call my wife before

it gets too late.”

   “No problem.”

   Sid went to the counter and realized that the words he shared with the waiter were actually

what he needed to hear tonight. A call home and some honest conversation with Carolyn

about how lonely he was being away, then some time reading the Bible and some time in

prayer was what Sid needed to keep living the life Jesus called him to lead as a Christian.1 

   May we too resist temptations by reading and studying the Bible, praying, being honest with

those we love, confiding in someone trustworthy, and relying upon the love and grace of

Jesus. 

1 Peter Andrew Smith, “In The Wilderness,” at: <https://www.sermonsuite.com/storyshare/wilderness>.
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