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1st Sunday of Lent (Roman) 2013  
The Temptations of Jesus 

Throughout the Lenten Season, the choir is going to be singing the song, “Change Our 

Hearts”.  The refrain to the song goes like this: “Change our hearts this time, your word 

says it can be.  Change our minds this time, you life could make us free.  We are the 

people your call set apart, Lord, this time change our hearts.”  The phrase, “this time”, 

keeps coming up in the song, as if we are saying to God, “Look, I know that I’ve been 

through Lent before- many times- and nothing much has changed in my life, so this time 

let it happen, let me be changed.”  And anybody, I think, who has lived the liturgical 

seasons of the Church Year a few times knows what that feeling is like.  We can begin 

with the best of intentions.  We want to do something more.  We want our lives to be 

changed.  But somehow it just doesn’t seem to happen, or at least it doesn’t seem to 

happen very much.  It’s a bit like, as someone in the choir so aptly put it, going to 

Weightwatchers for several goes without, however, much noticeable loss of weight, and 

then you finally say, “o.k. this time it’s going to work.” 

So this time what does the reading about the temptations of Jesus say to us on our 

Lenten Weightwatchers journey?  I know that in the past I have often heard this reading 

as if it didn’t really have much to do with me because I saw it as being about some kind 

of challenge to Jesus to show that he is actually is the Son of God.  I’ve read the story 

as if the devil were asking Jesus to prove himself.  “If you are the Son of God, then 

command this stone to become bread.  If you are the Son of God, then throw yourself 

down from here and you’ll be alright.”  In other words, if you really are who you think you 
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are, then show us your stuff.  If that’s what these temptations are about, then they don’t 

have much to do with us.  They would be challenges to Jesus and to his own sense of 

who he is, his self-identity, and not much more than that.  But I don’t think that’s what 

they are about.   

The devil’s questions in the story imply something that he knows to be true, and so they 

have the sense of “since  you are the Son of God, then do this or do that”.  In other 

words, since  you are the Son of God, get yourself some food so you don’t need to go 

without.  Since  you are the Son of God and God wants you to have sovereignty over all 

the earth, and I’m running it, just work with me as boss and you will be king- that’s what 

God wants anyway.  Since  you are the Son of God, just do a dazzling display by 

jumping off the roof of the Temple right in the middle of Jerusalem and everyone will 

come running to be your disciples. 

Now, I don’t think we need to understand this story as if Jesus is talking to a figure 

standing literally in front of him.  The devil’s voice appears as a string of quite natural 

possibilities in Jesus’ own head, and these possibilities are plausible, they are attractive, 

and they make a whole lot of sense.  God can’t want his beloved Son to be famished 

with hunger, can He?  God does want Jesus to become sovereign over the world (that’s 

what Gabriel had told Mary at the annunciation- her child would sit on the throne of 

David, he would reign over the house of Jacob forever, and his kingdom would never 

come to an end), so why not go for it in one easy stride?  And if God wants Jesus to 

succeed in his work as Israel’s Messiah, then why not prove it by a spectacular display 

of power?  What’s wrong with any of that?  What’s wrong with any of these possibilities 

that have come into Jesus’ head?  So long as Jesus is pursuing the right goal- the thing 
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that God has sent him into the world to do- to be the Messiah, to show people the real 

face of God, to teach the truth, then what difference does it make how he gets there?   

What’s going on here is that Jesus is being tested with regard to his loyalty to God, with 

whether he really will love God with all his heart and soul and mind and whether he will 

love his neighbor like he loves himself.  It’s an issue of covenant loyalty.  Will Jesus live 

and carry out his work in a way consistent with his relationship with the Father.  You see 

the tester is “diabolos”, the devil, the one known in Hebrew as “Satan”.  Within Israel’s 

religious tradition, this “Satan” was understood as somebody whose task was to test a 

person’s loyalty to God, a kind of secret-service agent who tested loyalty to the king.  

And that’s what he’s doing here with Jesus – testing him to see if he is really willing to 

do what he was sent to do in a way compatible with the God who sent him. 

Therein, I think, lay the temptation of all three temptations in the story- both for Jesus 

and for us- the temptation to separate the end from the means, especially if the means 

is going to be rather unpleasant.  It’s all about whether Jesus can trust God enough to 

carry out the mission consistent with who God is.  When Jesus is in the Garden of 

Gethsemane just before he is taken away to be tortured and crucified, he confronts the 

very same temptation again-  “if there is any other way for me to accomplish what 

you’ve sent me to do,” he prays, “let’s find it, and let’s do this differently; if possible, take 

this cup away from me.”  But neither at the beginning of his mission nor at the end does 

Jesus succumb to the temptation. 

As human  beings and as Christians we  also are constantly being faced with the 

temptation to separate the goal from God’s way of getting to the goal, both on a big 
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scale and in the smallest details of personal life.  And we have often failed miserably.  

At times, some of the students at the seminary get rather nervous in my church history 

classes because I keep on pointing out, not only our successes and bright moments, 

but also the underbelly of the Church’s history,  the dark side of our past, when we 

chose ways of doing things radically inconsistent with the way of love and of trust in 

God - when, for example,  

 we colluded with the Roman state in outlawing all other religions except 

Christianity,  

 when we blessed the burning of homosexuals and heretics,  

 when at the time of the Reformation we slit one another’s throats because we 

disagreed on how we should talk about the mystery of the Eucharist or about 

salvation in Jesus,  

 when we bitterly opposed the very notion of religious freedom for anybody other 

than ourselves,  

 when we made concordats with fascist governments in an attempt to shore up 

our own position in society.   

And we did all of this  in the name of “truth” and in the name of the Prince of Peace!  In 

so many ways in our history, we have used means that are so incompatible with the 

very Gospel we say that we believe in.  We have regularly chosen power, rather than 

love, in order to achieve our ends, and we have succumbed over and over again to the 

temptation to try to get to the goal with a strategy diametrically opposed to what the goal 

is all about. 
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When I read this story of Jesus’ temptations I am  also confronted by the question of 

how often I too have done in my own life the very same kind of things that I read about 

in our communal history-  

 how I have preferred convenience to integrity,  

 how I have chosen self-interest over the good of others,  

 how I have preferred convention over  honesty,  

 how I have chosen conformity over freedom,  

 how I have valued power over love.    

And I can justify using the devil’s means to achieve God’s ends more than anybody 

else I know. As I have said several times before, “you can’t build the kingdom of God 

with the hammer of Thor”, but that is exactly what at times I want to do.  That may not 

be your temptation, but I’m sure that you have one of your own.  We all do. 

 

Lent is a time to face the temptation, to ask ourselves what is really going on in our 

hearts, to probe inside ourselves to see what loyalty to God really looks like deep down, 

to identify the things in our lives that are simply incompatible with the covenant made 

with us in baptism and renewed every time we celebrate the Eucharist.  If I say that I 

want to join in the divine Dance of God’s love, why then do I so often put on shoes that I 

can hardly walk in, let alone dance in, and why do I spend most of my time and energy 

on things that pull me away from the dance floor?  In one way or another, these 

questions keep coming up every Lent, year after year.  But maybe, just maybe, this 

year, this time, it can be a bit different. 


