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The Wilderness Temptations

Bible Text: Luke 4:1–15; Matthew 4:1–11; Mark 1:12–13
Lesson Focus: Jesus used scripture to resist the devil's temptations.
Big Question: How can I resist temptations if I can't quote scripture?
Key Words: TEMPTATION, SCRIPTURE, HOLY SPIRIT, SATAN

Prepare
Quick Prep
• Jesus was tempted—really tempted—but did not succumb to using his God-given powers for any cheap thrills, fantastic duels with Satan, or evil misuse.
• In all three gospels, the temptation scene comes toward the beginning of Jesus' story and—in some fashion—inaugurates his ministry.
• Some have suggested that the point of the mysterious temptation scene is that Jesus was fully human and was fully tempted. Others say that we are to glean, as any first century Jew would, that Jesus was a model Jew. Still others maintain that this scene shows up-front the conflict between God's reign and the reign of Satan, setting up the thematic undercurrent that all of Jesus' ministry is an attack on Satan's work.
• Jesus stymies the devil finally because he knows whose he is—He is God's Son.


Deep Prep
Jesus' wilderness temptations are outlined in Mark's terse account, which takes only two verses. In Mark 1:12, we read that the Spirit drove Jesus out into the wilderness for 40 days, and there he was tempted by Satan. There are no details regarding what those temptations were, but it is somehow clear that Jesus did not succumb. By verse 14 of Mark's first chapter, Jesus commences with his ministry. Luke and Matthew add more detail as to the nature of the temptations, but the point is clear in all three gospels: Jesus was tempted—really tempted—but did not succumb to using his God-given powers for any cheap thrills, fantastic duels with Satan, or evil misuse.

In all three gospels, the temptation scene comes toward the beginning of Jesus' story and—in some fashion—inaugurates his ministry. In all three, we're told that Jesus was led (or driven) by the Spirit into the wilderness. In Matthew and Luke, we are told that he ate nothing, so he was famished. The first temptation the devil gives him is to turn stones to bread to fill his belly. Jesus counters by quoting Deuteronomy, telling the devil that the work of God involves more than one's own physical needs. Power is next. (In Matthew and Luke, the order is different, but the temptations are the same and the responses consistent.) Showing Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, the devil says, "To you I will give their glory and all this authority . . . If you . . . will worship me, it will all be yours." Jesus counters with scripture (from Deuteronomy again), making it clear that God is the one to be worshiped. It is a Faustian deal that the devil offers—a strong temptation to gain power by compromise. But Jesus is clear: God's authority is always greater than the devil's.

When the devil places Jesus on the pinnacle of the temple, he, too, uses scripture in his wording of the temptation. Daring Jesus to deny God's assurance of protection (as recorded in the scripture that Jesus seems so fond of quoting), the devil says "throw yourself down from here." Jesus responds, "Do not put the Lord your God to the test" (again from Deuteronomy).

Some have suggested that the point of the mysterious temptation scene (that no one witnessed in any of the gospels) is that Jesus was fully human and was fully tempted. Others says that we are to glean, as any first century Jew would, that Jesus was a model Jew—there are the quotes from Deuteronomy, the parallels of the wilderness wanderings, the 40 days and 40 years non-coincidence, the bread and manna theme, the testing God and idolatry temptations, and so forth. Still others maintain that this scene shows up-front the conflict between God's reign and the reign of Satan, setting up the thematic undercurrent that all of Jesus' ministry is an attack on Satan's work. Surely there's something to all of these interpretations and a few more besides. Whatever the interpretation, it is clear that the gospel writers found this story to be important for the early church. How is it important for those studying for their confirmation?

Perhaps it is as simple as Mark's account. Immediately after Jesus' baptism in Mark, the Spirit drove Jesus out into the wilderness. He was there for 40 days (which means a "mighty long time, but not forever" in biblical language) being tempted by Satan. And then he went to Galilee proclaiming the good news of God. Maybe the message for us is: "You are a child of God. God loves you. Jesus knows you—understands you. The world needs the good news of God, so get on with it, dear child of God. Follow Jesus." Too quickly, we want to muck up this basic message of our faith with more "interpretations."

Undoubtedly, there is more that we can glean from the wilderness temptations stories in Matthew and Luke. This story is a great way for us to enter into a conversation about the very real ways we encounter evil in our lives. It also is a way to see how powerful the words of God can be and to see the power connected with being in relationship with our God.

But maybe knowing the story and being assured of our identity as a child of God is enough. There is grace in this story. Jesus stymies the devil finally because he knows whose he is—God's Son. If only we could arm each other with the same conviction.


Adolescent Connection
How can I resist temptations if I can't quote scripture?

Youth often are tested or tempted in their daily encounters with peers. Sometimes, peer pressure in the form of wanting to "fit in" or "not be a wimp" creates temptations to participate in activities youth know are wrong. Falling back on scripture is not something most youth will readily think of in the face of temptation. However, a good grounding in basic tenants of scripture may well give youth an edge over peers who have not had this experience. Without quoting scripture, youth who are grounded in it are more likely to say "no" and walk away. Jesus is a powerful role model for walking away and knowing what is the right thing to do. When youth are grounded in scripture, an acceptance of who and whose they are, a healthy attitude, and good self-esteem become stronger and will allow them the courage to turn and walk away.


Baptismal Connection
In the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, a five-part question addresses each confirmand's intent to continue in the covenant God made with them in Holy Baptism. Here We Stand resources help students—with support from parents, leaders, and the entire congregation—prepare to answer this question as they continue in their lifelong faith journey.

Today's lesson focuses on the clause "to proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed" (Lutheran Book of Worship, page 201; Evangelical Lutheran Worship, page 236).

In Luke 4:14–15, after Jesus was tempted by the devil in the wilderness, he was filled with the power of the Spirit and began his formal ministry among God's people. He proclaimed the good news of God. We have the opportunity to bring God's good news to people we encounter and share the power of God's word. We can proclaim God's word by what we say and what we do—like resisting tempting actions.


