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Lent 1—Year C 
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 
Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16 
Romans 10:8b-13 
Luke 4:1-13 
  
The first Sunday in Lent—temptation Sunday! Right at the get-go of our Lenten journeys, we’re 
going to explore temptation in all of its glory. Jesus didn’t get to avoid it, and neither do we. 
 
We start by owning up to the fact that being God’s beloved does not save us from wrestling with the 
devil. In fact, quite the contrary, it seems to be that the more deeply we are grounded in our identity as 
God’s beloved, the more intensely the devil, diabolos, the one who loves to divide and throw things 
apart, the more intensely the devil will try to throw us apart and separate us from our divine 
belovedness. And, oddly enough, in Luke’s version of the story, it is the Holy Spirit who will lead 
Jesus in this wilderness trek. That’s sort of weird, but also essential. God KNOWS who Jesus is; the 
devil KNOWS who Jesus is; Jesus has HEARD who he is, but does he KNOW who he is and just how 
solid that identity is? Does he understand the depth of that love? Does he understand that to be 
God’s Son means that God’s got a claim on him that can’t ever be undone? It’s one thing to 
intellectually KNOW who you are; it is quite another to CLAIM it in the face of all that would 
challenge it. The refining of our identity simply has to happen for us to live into the fullness of who 
God has made us to be. 
 
And so, after his baptism, Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by 
the Spirit in the wilderness, 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.  
 
The temptations don’t just come at the end of the forty days, but they have been coming all along the 
way. We get tested and tried and tempted every day. And during those forty days, Jesus ate nothing 
at all, he fasted; he entered into the emptiness; he released all that would distract him from the 
work at hand.  
 
What is it that we need not to be partaking of? What are we feeding on that we need to be abstaining 
from in our wilderness time? Maybe gorging on news from my favorite perspective, be that NPR or 
PBS or CNN or Fox News or MSNBC? Maybe the frenzy to stay connected, feeding on Facebook 
feeds or Instagram or Snapchat? Maybe we don’t need to eat of gossip or busyness or nonstop 
activity? In this season of Lent, how do we eat nothing at all? What does that look like for us?  
 
And boy, just know that if you shed such distractions, if you fast from them, at the end, you will be 
famished. The word for famished here means “to crave ardently, to suffer want, to be needy.” We 
distract ourselves for a reason—we want to avoid the emptiness we fear will be there if we let 
everything else go; we fear the needs that will rise up clamoring for our attention. And it is when we 
feel the greatest need that we are most susceptible to being thrown the farthest apart from who we 
really are. 
 
At that point of gnawing need, the devil comes to Jesus with three temptations—and these are the 
biggies—they are meta temptations into which all other temptations fall.  
 
The first is to command a stone to become a loaf of bread. Oh, just think of how hungry Jesus is, and 
the devil says, “If you are the Son of God, you don’t ever have to feel that hungry, Jesus; you don’t 
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ever have to feel that depth of need. Oh, and Jesus, just think about how popular you could be if, with 
a simple command, you could alleviate that bottomless pit of need for everyone.”  
 
Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’” We are more than our need, 
and we are more than the things we think will make that need go away. 
 
Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And the 
devil said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to 
me, and I give it to anyone I please. If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” Oh, the 
temptation to have all the power, and all the glory, and all the authority, and all the control. Just think 
about how good it would feel to know you can control this out-of-control life. Sign me up! “You just 
have to worship me, give me your best energy and adoration,” says the devil.  
 
Is having control worth that?  
 
Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”
 

  

Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, 
“If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written, ‘He will command his 
angels concerning you, to protect you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will 
not dash your foot against a stone.’”
 

  

Oh, this is simply devious. Again, the devil challenges Jesus at the core of his identity, at the heart of 
who he is. The devil challenges his Sonship AND questions what good it is if this special relationship 
with God can’t swoop in and rescue you.  
 
Here, the devil twists the sacred words of scripture, takes that very psalm that we recited just a few 
minutes ago, takes beautiful images about God’s protection and presence and literalizes them as a 
litmus test of God’s love, as if to say, “Oh Jesus, if God really

 

 loves you as a Son, then even if you 
throw yourself off the highest point of the most holy place—the pinnacle of the temple in 
Jerusalem—even if you throw yourself off of there, God will intervene, or God’s not God, or even 
worse, Jesus, God must not love you as a Son because a loving Father would never let harm come to 
his child. My goodness, Jesus, even the scripture says as much.”  

Oh, the devil is a master when it comes to twisting words, even sacred, holy ones, maybe especially 
sacred, holy ones. 
 
Jesus doesn’t take the bait. Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the 
test.’”  
 
Three temptations that represent three arenas of temptation. In elegant fashion these three 
temptations speak to the three centers of the False Self—the temptation of esteem and affection, the 
temptation of power and control, the temptation of safety and security and survival. And my dear 
husband reminds me that these three arenas align with the three centers of the enneagram—the heart 
types and the gut types and the mind types—particular ways that we each struggle with our shadow. 
 
And under these overarching, meta temptations, the devil tempts us with specificity and detail, as 
particular and unique as each one of us. What is your particular place of vulnerability, that place 
where you so want to grab back control and beat your powerlessness back into the shadows?  
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Some days, I feel like I’m going 15 rounds with my desire to fix another person or resolve the 
unresolvable. Maybe it’s my need to be helpful, especially when it comes to sharing my helpful 
advice (just ask my family about that one.) The devil whispers in my ear, “If you will just give your 
heart and mind and soul to me, if you’ll just worship me, I can keep those you love from pain, and I 
can accomplish that through your interventions; I can accomplish that through you

 

.” Oh, that’s 
SEDUCTIVE.  

What are the specific and particular ways that the devil tempts you? What might the devil be 
whispering in your ear when you wake up at 3:00 am and can’t sleep? What do you need to say 
“no” to in order to discover the profound depth of your relationship with this God who WON’T 
RESCUE us, but who DOES SAVE us? What do you need to say “no” to in order to KNOW and 
CLAIM the fullness of your identity as God’s beloved son, God’s beloved daughter? 
 
At the end of the story in Luke, we are told, “When the devil had finished every test, he departed 
from him until an opportune time.” This won’t be the last time Jesus has to wrestle with temptation 
or choose whom he will worship, or what shortcuts he will take, or explore what love looks like 
when it comes to God. It won’t be the last time we have to wrestle with temptation either.  
 
While our identity as God’s beloved is a given, we are always working out what it means and how 
it’s lived all the days of our lives. That’s how we grow into the full stature of Christ. 
 
As our passage from Deuteronomy would remind us, it’s always a journey—up and down, lost and 
found—a wandering Aramean, a sojourn in Egypt, aliens in an alien land, greatness, oppression, 
affliction, toil, liberation, wilderness, idols, covenant, promised land, milk and honey. And when 
you get to milk and honey, never forget the journey that led there, pause, give thanks, celebrate all 
that is good with your community, celebrate with friend and stranger alike.  
 
And know that temptation will keep on coming—every day, all of our days, we are given choices that 
lead to life and choices that lead to death, choices that lead us to wholeness and choices that throw 
us farther apart from God, from each other, and from our very own selves.  
 
The devil comes with great regularity, but Jesus abides with us always. He has walked this road 
before us—he goes before us always, he stands beside us, he is our rear guard. He has wrestled, 
and he has answered, and he will guide us as we do the same. 
 
The devil will come, the devil will go, the devil will return at an opportune time, and each time we 
wrestle with the temptations before us, we will discover a little more about what it means to be a son 
or daughter, beloved of God. Amen. 
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