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The First Temptation of Jesus (Luke 4:1-4) 
 
We start our Lenten journey today by making the Ash Wednesday commitment to turn 
back to the Lord. Over the past months, some of us may have strayed from the pathway 
of Christ. Today, we are turning to get back on his road to life. Some of us may have 
grown weary in our regular spiritual disciplines. Today we rededicate ourselves to a 
new rule of life. And some of us may just be looking for new practices to add to our 
otherwise vibrant spiritual lives. Whatever your circumstances, we invite you to join us 
on this Lenten journey of practice, reflection, prayer and discovery.     
 
For these first three days of our Lenten study, we will consider the particular ways 
Jesus Christ said “no” to temptation. We will read the three stories of the temptations of 
Christ found in the Gospel of Luke at 4:1-13.  
 
Background to the temptation stories.  
Jesus received at his baptism a special calling from God and was clothed with the 
power of the Spirit to carry out God’s will. Yet the Spirit’s very first prompting leads 
Jesus into the wilderness to face some serious temptations. His 40 days in the desert 
without food recalls the desert wanderings of the great prophet Elijah (1 Kings 19:8) and 
his predecessor Moses, who fasted forty days before writing the words of the covenant, 
the ten commandments (Exodus 34:28).  
 
We might ask ourselves, “why did the Spirit lead Jesus into this wilderness?” Maybe 
the Spirit knows that the gift of God’s power bestowed on any human being, even Jesus, 
creates very real occasions for temptation and misuse of that power. Before he goes into 
the world to carry out God’s mission, Jesus must first define for himself what it means 
to be the beloved, Spirit-empowered Son of God. He must determine how and under 
what circumstances he will put this awesome power to use in the service of God.  
 
As we will see each day this week, the devil’s three distinct proposals are highly 
plausible and persuasive in light of biblical precedent and hope. The devil’s proposals 
challenge Jesus to recognize the subtle temptations that lie behind each of the devil’s 
offers. Jesus responds by engaging in a scriptural debate, arguing that certain parts of 
scripture take precedence over others. The temptations encourage Jesus to establish 
crucial boundaries for when and how he will use the power associated with his special 
calling from God. What unfolds in the story of his temptations highlights the obedient 
nature of Jesus’ sonship to God.  
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By reflecting together this week, we discover how similar temptations can push us 
toward unfaithfulness in our own special callings from God, and how the example of 
Jesus provides us with courage to resist.  
 
The First Temptation of Jesus: the Story from Scripture.  
Immediately after Jesus was baptized in the Jordan River, while he was praying, the heavens 
opened and the Holy Spirit descended upon him bodily. Jesus heard a voice from heaven divinely 
affirming his status as God’s beloved and well-pleasing son (Luke 3:21-22). After a brief 
digression to describe the lineage of Jesus, Luke resumes the narrative as follows:  
  
Luke 4:1 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the 
Spirit in the wilderness, 2 where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate 
nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. 3 The 
devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of 
bread.” 4 Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’”  
 
Interpreting the Reading.1  
The first temptation is set in the wilderness, a place where food is scarce or even non-
existent. Jesus is famished after fasting there for days. The devil encourages Jesus to use 
divine power to satisfy his own hunger, to meet his own material needs, by turning 
stones into bread. The devil implies the Son of God should not have to undergo the 
misery of hunger, an argument with divine precedent. We know from scripture that 
God does not want God’s people to go hungry. God fed the hungry Israelites with 
manna in the wilderness. So, says the devil, if you are the Son of God, follow your 
Father’s example. Feed yourself. Use God’s divine power to satisfy your own hunger by 
turning stones into bread.  
 
Jesus resists the temptation. He responds with a quotation from Scripture, from a 
portion of Deuteronomy 8:3, where Moses speaks to the people about what God has 
done for them in their wilderness wanderings. The entire verse makes clear the 
response Jesus offers the devil. “Remember the long way that the Lord your God has 
led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to know 
what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commandments. He 
humbled you by letting you hunger, then by feeding you with manna, with which 
neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to make you understand that 
one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of the 
Lord” (Deuteronomy 8:2-3).  
 
Material food alone is not enough. We are dependent on the word of the Lord, which 
enlivens and sustains us always.  
 
God is not calling Jesus to use his special power to satisfy his own material needs and 
desires. Jesus refuses to exercise power over nature to satisfy his own appetite. Instead, 
God’s word calls Jesus (and us!) to use the creation to satisfy the hunger and material 
needs of others. Jesus responds faithfully to this call later in the Gospel. He demonstrates 

                                                
1 Some of our discussion this week is suggested by Robert Tannehill’s fine 1996 book on the Gospel of 
Luke in the Abingdon Commentary Series, and Luke Timothy Johnson’s insightful 1991 commentary on 
the Gospel of Luke in the Sacra Pagina series.  
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the proper boundaries for using nature to satisfy hunger by feeding over 5,000 hungry 
people with a few fishes and loaves in a similar wilderness setting (Luke 9:12-17).  
 
For Reflection and Action.  
What are you most anxious about with regard to your own material needs? In what 
ways are you tempted to spend time and energy satisfying your own material needs 
and desires rather than meeting the needs of people around you? Who are the people 
most likely to tempt you to fall into the pattern of seeking your own material wellbeing 
while overlooking the needs of others? Where are you and others exercising power over 
nature to satisfy your own material appetites?  
 
Today, make a list of all the people and circumstances that tempt you to apply your 
time, energy, and power to satisfy your own material desires or needs rather than 
responding the needs of those around you. At the end of this day, identify what steps 
will you take to resist these temptations.  
 
Prayer  
O Lord, you know our needs and desires before we know them. Give us confidence in 
your generous providence, that we may be ever watchful and vigilant, as you make us 
aware of opportunities to serve and respond to the material needs of others. Amen.  


