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FCCOE; 1/19/14; Matt. 4:1-11; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“Who Do You Think You Are? 
 

Introduction: I know that a number of you have taken the Alpha Course, the twelve-week 
introduction to the Christian faith that was developed a number of years ago by a former lawyer 
turned Anglican priest named Nicky Gumbel, and members of his congregation in London. You 
may recall that in the middle of the course there is a weekend away that focuses on the person and 
ministry of the Holy Spirit. In my experience, this time can be very meaningful. Many come to 
sense for the very first time the love that God has for them, welcoming them as his children. 
Others find that they experience that love on a deeper level.  
 
But for our purposes this morning, it’s the topic for the week that follows this retreat that interests 
me. It’s called “How Can I Resist Evil?” The course is structured in this way because it truly 
seems to be the case that when individuals hear God’s affirming, loving voice, not soon after they 
also sometimes hear the whispered suggestions of the evil one, suggestions which seek to lure us 
away from, or to doubt the love we have just experienced. The developers of the Alpha Course 
rightly believe it is both helpful, and necessary, to be aware of this and to know how to respond.  
 
Our text for this morning reveals that there is good precedent for this structure. I mentioned last 
week that the baptism of Jesus and his time of temptation in the wilderness were closely 
connected for what we see is that almost immediately after hearing God’s affirming, loving voice 
when he came up out of the waters  – “This is my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” 
– Jesus heard the beguiling whispers of Satan in the wilderness: “If you are the Son of God . . .” 
The evil one was tempting Jesus to both doubt the Father’s love for him, and to doubt his identity 
as the Messianic Son and Suffering Servant, leaving the path of servanthood and serving himself. 
 
While we are not God’s unique, beloved Son, we are God’s beloved children (cf. 1 John 3).. The 
evil one would like nothing better than to knock us off the course of servanthood and to lure us to 
serve ourselves. What might that look like? How can we respond? We can learn a great deal 
about this from Jesus’ experience in the wilderness. Let’s look at this event in terms of the 
tempttion Jesus faced and then his response to it.  
   
I. Temptation   
 A. “Then,” our text begins, “the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by the 
devil.” We could spend a month on this verse, but let me make three observations. 
 
1. First, we don’t always know the reason behind the trials and tribulations that we face. Yes, 
sometimes we go through difficult times because of bad choices that we’ve made. Yes, 
sometimes we go through difficult times because of bad choices that others have made that affect 
us. But at many other times, we simply don’t know why trials have come upon us. Job’s friends, 
you may remember, thought they knew. Job was living a very good and upright life and then his 
life all of a sudden one day went to “hell in a hand basket.” His friends declared to him that our 
lives are the product of our choices. Make good choices and our life goes well. Make bad choices 
that go against God’s will and God will get even with you. “Job,” they reasoned, “you must have 
made some very bad choices.” But as we learn, life is not always like that. Sometimes God has 
purposes that are far beyond our ability to see or comprehend. 
 
Just look at Jesus. Jesus hadn’t made a single bad choice. Jesus had just been mightily affirmed 
by the Father and the Spirit. But what happens next? The Spirit leads him into a time of trial. We 
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need to sit with this every so often and understand that sometimes times of trial can be part of 
God’s mysterious plan for doing something good in our lives.      
 
2. Second, it’s helpful to know that the Greek word translated “tempted” can also be translated 
“tested.” It all depends on the context. The former is intended to bring one down while the latter 
is intended to build one up. They are like two sides of the same coin. So, while the devil tried to 
use the experience of Jesus in the wilderness to bring him down, God used this time to build Jesus 
up, to strengthen him and qualify him for the task to which he had been called – to die as the 
perfect sacrifice for the sin of the world. A temptation in the hands of the devil becomes a test in 
the hands of God. It is one of those wonderful places in Scripture which speaks to the sovereignty 
of God: while the devil meant it for evil, God was actually using it for good. Ultimately, God is in 
control of both the tempter and the circumstances.  
 
3. Third, we see from this first verse that the devil is real, and he is personal. Of course, we’d 
rather not believe that. If we’re honest, we’d much rather go along with the dominant worldview 
of our culture which believes that we can deal with the bad things in life by better education, 
more social workers, or fancier pharmaceuticals. Each of these certainly has its place. But, if 
we’re really honest, we can say that there seems to be something else going on. We can say that 
evil is far more complicated and stubborn and, well, evil, than we can figure our on our own. 
There are things that happen that go beyond a naturalistic or scientific explanation. As a professor 
at Columbia University, Andrew Delbanco, puts it, in his book, The Death of Satan: How 
Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil, “A gulf has opened up in our culture between the 
visibility of evil and the intellectual resources available for coping with it.”  
 
But if we turn to the resource of God’s word, we see two things. We see that there is a personal 
force in the world that is at work that seeks to destroy God’s good creation. And, we see that God, 
in his Son, has given us the resource to cope with, and overcome the lure of this evil one.  
 
 B. First, Jesus himself needed to cope with the evil one. This devil was inviting Jesus to 
ignore his vocation and call to serve the world by giving up his life, and instead, to use his power 
to serve himself. “After 40 days of fasting, you’ve gotta be hungry, Jesus. Turn these stones to 
bread. You are the Son of God, after all.” “Or go up on the top of the Temple and throw yourself 
off. Get out of this God forsaken desert and do something spectacular to let people know you 
really are the Son of God.” “Best yet, just worship me and all the power and greatness you’ve 
been promised after the crucifixion I’ll give you before it. You won’t have to suffer; I’m offering 
you a shortcut.” 
 
II. Response   

A. How tempting that all must have been to Jesus. But, in the face of temptation, Jesus 
responded by standing firm. How did he do it? For if, as the writer of Hebrews explains it, he was 
tempted in every aspect of life yet did not give in, how he stood firm should be helpful to us.   
 
1. First, we see that he rested in the Father’s love for him. How do we see this? It is often 
concluded that since Jesus had been practicing the spiritual discipline of fasting for 40 days, that 
he must have been in a very weak state. Yet I have never forgotten the observation Dallas Willard 
made when I heard him teach on this text. He said that rather than being weak, this period of 
fasting had actually made Jesus stronger. Yes, physically he was hungry, but spiritually he was 
strong. Why? Because he had learned through the practice of fasting that the Father would 
provide for and sustain him.  
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Remember that the spiritual disciplines are simply ways to put ourselves in the arms of the Holy 
Spirit so that he may transform our life. In doing so, Jesus learned that he didn’t need to serve 
himself to be happy, that there was food beyond the daily “bread” that could sustain one. In light 
of this, giving in to the devil’s temptation to serve himself made no sense. He was loved and 
cared for by the Father and that’s all he needed. 
 
2. Second, we see that Jesus wielded the sword of the Spirit. Another spiritual discipline Jesus 
obviously practiced was the study, and memorization of, Scripture, because to each temptation, 
Jesus responded by calling on a passage of Scripture that he had obviously hidden in his heart, 
passages that had to do with trusting in and worshipping the living God. In wielding the word of 
God, Jesus was again calling on the power of the Spirit, whose “sword,” as Paul writes to the 
Ephesians, is God’s word, which is the best defense against the “flaming arrows of the evil one” 
(Eph. 6:16f).  
 
If, then, Jesus, the Son of God, did not presume to face the forces of evil in the world without a 
deep knowledge of God’s word to keep him on track with God’s will in the face of temptation, 
how much more do we need to have that sword of the Spirit hidden in our hearts so that it can be 
at our disposal? God has given us his word to show us the truth of life in contrast to the lies of 
what has been sometimes called the “unholy trinity,” the world, the flesh, and the devil. When 
temptation comes, we should ask regarding anything it may be luring us to do, “Is this what God 
wants for me? Can I do this and truly love God and my neighbor? How does this possible course 
of action line up with God’s call to live the life of servanthood in his kingdom?”  
 

B. There is one more significant aspect to this temptation of Jesus which we can see if we 
notice the link that this episode has with the larger context of the “big story” of the Bible. Notice 
that each passage of Scripture Jesus drew on was from the book of Deuteronomy, which details 
Israel’s experience in the wilderness. There are important parallels here. Jesus had just come 
through the waters of baptism, like Israel had crossed the Red Sea. Jesus then experienced, in 
forty days and nights, the equivalent of Israel’s forty years in the desert. But where Israel had 
failed again and again to do what God had called her to do and be – a light to the nations, Jesus 
proved faithful. He was the true Israelite, the real Suffering Servant.  

 
Behind this, there is the tragic episode of Adam and Eve in the Garden. There, Adam was told, 
“Do not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil or you will die.” God doesn’t explain 
further. He just calls Adam and Eve to trust him. They do not, giving in to the tempter’s 
suggestion that God really didn’t care for them, that there was a better way to live than orbiting 
our lives around God. They succumbed to this temptation and died, and so, therefore, do we. By 
contrast, Jesus, known as the second Adam, trusted. He obeyed the Father about the tree in his 
life – the cross – and because he died, we all can live. As it is sometimes said, the first Adam 
turned from the Father in a Garden; the last Adam turned to the Father in a garden. The first 
Adam sinned at a tree; the last Adam bore our sin on a tree.  The temptation in the wilderness, in 
other words, reenacted Adam’s and Israel’s history, but now victoriously. Jesus accomplished 
what both Adam, and Israel, failed to accomplish. In doing so, he demonstrated his qualification 
to be our savior. 

 
And so here’s the point. Because of the faithfulness of Jesus, we, by faith, become the Father’s 
adopted children, his sons and daughters. So when temptation lures us, when we’re in the thick of 
the battle, we can approach the throne of grace and hear the same words spoken to us that the 
Father lavished upon his Son: “You are my beloved child, whom I love; with you I am well 
pleased.” So who are we? We aren’t what we do; we’re what Jesus has done for us. Thus, in the 
face of temptation, may the lavish love of the Father, sustain us and keep us in his gracious will.          


