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Before the account of Jesus’ public ministry can begin, Luke has one more story to tell.  

Framed by the assurance that the presence and power of the Holy Spirit surrounds Jesus, we read 

the story of Jesus’ time in the wilderness.  It is an experience reminiscent of that of John the 

Baptist, the prophets of old and of Israel on its God-directed journey in the wilderness.  We are 

reading “the temptation of Jesus.”  

Forty days is a symbolic number for a long period of time rather than a specific calendar 

measurement.  Again, we are reminded of other Biblical stories: Moses’ time of fasting (Ex. 

34.28 and Deut. 9.9), Elijah’s time of seclusion (1 Kings 19.4-8), the forty days of rain at the 

Great Flood, and the forty years of Israel wandering in the wilderness (a really, really long time).  

The forty-day fast has become a ritual of isolation.  In this story, the wilderness time for Jesus is 

not a “vision quest,” because the revelation has already happened.  Jesus’ experience is a time of 

testing by the devil.  It also appears to have been in collusion with the Holy Spirit.   

The role of the devil in this story is not as some independent evil force with which Jesus 

must do battle.  The devil is the evil trickster with impeccable timing.  Jesus has not preached a 

sermon, cast out a demon or healed a sick person.  He is alone and hungry in the wilderness, 

poised on the brink of his ministry.  What will be the nature and shape of that ministry?  Perhaps 

Jesus was struggling with these very questions.  Perhaps Jesus wondered what it meant to be 

about God’s business. 

The devil tests Jesus with lines drawn from Biblical models, if not direct quotes.  The 

first two tests have the “hook” based on what Jesus just heard at his baptism, “If you are the Son 

of God…” The formula is as if the devil says, “If you are the Son of God, then prove it.”   Or …” 

prove that you are telling the truth.”  Or …” let God prove it.”  “If you are wondering if you 

really are the Son of God, why don’t you test it?”  The devil quotes scripture to taunt Jesus and 

Jesus replies by quoting Scripture back to the devil (Deuteronomy 8.3; 6.13 and 6.16).     

The tests are all symbolic and multi-layered.  Turn stones into bread.  Jesus is alone in the 

desert.  Who would it hurt to turn a stone into bread?  In the context of the people for whom 

famine was a frequent experience, the ability to make bread from the abundant stones scattered 

along the west bank of the Jordan River could be a lifesaver.  Also remember that Moses was the 

catalyst for providing bread for the starving children of Israel in the wilderness.  What could be 

wrong with turning stones into bread?  Nothing really is wrong with it.  Jesus rejects this test not 

because it is wrong, but because it is inadequate.  No one lives by bread alone. 

The first test was social; the second is political.  Israel is under the heavy foot of Rome.  

The Roman occupation is seen as an obstacle to the coming of God’s kingdom, which promised 

the reign of justice and peace.  Jesus responds to the offer to become the ruler of all the nations 

by quoting the first commandment.  As tempting as such a political rationale might be to an 

occupied and suffering people, Jesus’ response links political compromise to the betrayal of the 

most basic commandment to worship only God. 

The third test is religious.  The devil offers Biblical precedent for Jesus to jump off the 

pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem, because “God will command the angels to protect you” (Ps. 

91.11-12).  In the religious tradition of Jesus, the righteous are promised God’s special 



protection.  To do something as extravagant as jump off the Temple in the heart of Jerusalem 

would guarantee public credibility of Jesus’ claims.  Again, Jesus quotes Deuteronomy, “Do not 

put the Lord your God to the test.”  Public relations stunts contradict the Gospel.   

None of the tests proposed by the devil would do overt harm to anyone nor do they imply 

inherent evil.  In each case some good could result from doing what the devil proposes.  In fact, 

later in the Gospel Jesus does not turn stones into bread, but he does feed a hungry multitude 

(9.12-17).  Jesus is described as possessing a kingdom that he confers on others (22.29).  When 

Jesus goes to the cross, he trusts not in his own power to save himself (23.35, 37, 39), but in the 

salvation that comes from God alone (24.4-7, 46).  We may conclude that by drawing on 

Deuteronomy to answer the devil’s tests, Luke relates that the tests were not just of Jesus but also 

to the whole people and their relationship with God.  Each of the possible responses to the tests 

is portrayed as being like the Israelites’ misunderstanding of God’s purpose and their failure to 

trust God during the wilderness ordeal.  We can see the flow of the tests from the hunger in the 

wilderness, through the question of sovereignty over all the earth, to the Temple in Jerusalem.  

The flow of Luke’s version of the Gospel will take us on a parallel journey from this beginning 

to the testimony that will “go out to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1.8). 

We can also read these tests as another chapter in the story of the Son of God.  Adam, the 

first son, failed his test (Gn. 3.1-9).  This Son of God passes the devil’s tests and sets in motion a 

whole new era in God’s relationship with all of humanity.  

The story begins with the assurance that the same Spirit that filled Jesus and led him into 

the wilderness also fills Jesus at the end of his wilderness experience.  Luke also assures us that 

the Spirit has equipped Jesus for the more subtle challenges that lie ahead.  Unlike Matthew and 

Mark, Luke does not have angels minister to Jesus in the wilderness.  Luke leaves the care of 

Jesus to the Holy Spirit.  In Luke, the angels will care for Jesus only on the Mount of Olives 

(22.34), where the harshest of human testing is about to begin.   

The struggle ends and Jesus leaves for Galilee, but the trials are not all left behind in the 

desert.  The devil watches and waits for the opportune time.  Temptation is so deceptively 

attractive.  It is not malicious.  It is an offer not to fall but to rise.  It is not the malevolent, evil 

stereotyped figured that will tempt us.  Rather it is the very close friend to whom Jesus will say, 

“Get behind me, Satan!”  

At the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry we wonder what Jesus’ Sonship means.  We 

will see that role emerge in the second half of chapter 4.  It is enough for us to know at this point 

that God’s Son does not seek power for himself. 
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