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“Antidote to Temptation”
“Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’”

I have two vivid memories from my childhood visits to my Grandma and Grandpa Laustsen’s home in New
Market:

1. The smell of my Grandfather’s cigar and pipe smoke.
2. The candy dish in the living room that my Grandmother always kept filled with M&Ms.

There was nothing that attracted me to the pipe rack that my Grandfather kept next to his easy chair – but the
candy dish was another matter.  M&Ms were and are among my favorite candies, and I was drawn to them
every time we visited like a magnet to steel.  But I knew that even though the candies were within my reach
that I couldn’t take as many as I wanted anytime I wanted, because my parents were careful in limited my
intake of sugar and other sweets.  The temptation was right there within my grasp, but I knew that I couldn’t
take those candies unless I had my parent’s permission, the people who were looking out for my best interests
– even if I didn’t appreciate this at the time.

My grandparents are no longer with us, but that doesn’t mean that temptations have disappeared from my
life.  There are still things that are within my grasp that tempt me, but I also know that simply because I am
able to take hold of these items doesn’t mean that I should indulge in them.  It is still tempting for me to
indulge in food that tastes good but isn’t necessarily good for me, but I know that it will have a detrimental
effect on my body and health.  It is tempting for me to take the easy way, the path of least resistance, to exert
the minimal amount of effort to accomplish a task; but I know that I am not only shortchanging others but also
myself in not devoting all of my talents and energies.  It is tempting for me to think of my own wants, needs,
and desires; but the Word of God that speaks to me as a child of God calls me to follow the path of Jesus, “the
Son of Man [who] came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45).

Our Lord’s path of servanthood began when he “was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by
the devil.” (Matthew 4:1).  All three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) clearly state that Jesus’
submission to temptation is not an accident or a matter of being victimized by demonic power, but is part of
his obedience to God.  The Temptation of our Lord is a verbal battle between Jesus and Satan, the personalized
power of evil that continued to resist God’s Will by attempting to lure human beings into sin.  This conflict, in
which the Tempter tries to divert the obedient Son of God from his path, is a part of the ongoing conflict
between the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of This World, which can be seen throughout the whole Gospel
of Matthew.  The temptations of the devil will continue to challenge God’s people until the time when the Evil
One is finally defeated and thrown into “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” (25:41).

The ”forty days and forty nights” in which Jesus fasted in the wilderness are reminiscent of Moses, who “was
there [on Mount Sinai] with the LORD forty days and forty nights; he neither ate bread nor drank water.”
(Exodus 34:28).  Jesus, the true Son of God, the one whose life is patterned on Israel’s experience in coming
out of Egypt (“This was to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord through the prophet, ‘Out of Egypt I have
called by son.’” – 2:15), is tested in the wilderness and remains obedient to God, specifically refusing to
worship any other god.

It is interesting to note that in Matthew’s Gospel the temptation begins only after the forty-day period of
fasting has ended, which has strengthened and prepared Jesus for his encounter with Satan, but has also left
him hungry; “Jesus’ humanness is documented before the conflict begins.” (Eugene Boring).  In the midst of his



hunger and weakness, the devil first appears with a very enticing proposition: “If you are the Son of God,
command these stones to become loaves of bread.” (4:3).  As Satan had tempted Adam and Eve to doubt that
God was faithful in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:1-5), now the same Tempter insinuates to Jesus that God is
not trustworthy:

· “’If you are the Son of God,’ the tempter begins.  This pernicious ‘if’ calls Jesus’ relationship to God into
question and suggests that he could and should establish himself on his own terms.  Jesus – in this
sense truly the ‘second Adam’ as Paul describes – resists the temptation to define himself apart from
God and instead is content to know who he is in relation to whose he is.” – David Lose.

The temptation to turn stones into bread would not have been a temptation if Jesus was not able to
accomplish it; but as the Son of God, who provided manna for his people in the wilderness and will identify
himself as the “bread of life” (John 6:35), it is within the realm of his abilities.  But the devil’s temptation is not
merely for Jesus to provide bread to satisfy his own hunger; he entices Jesus to “command these stones to
become loaves of bread,” arguing that Jesus should use his divine power not only for his own advantage but to
provide food for all, as he would later in the feeding of the multitude (14:13-21).  

As much as the possibility of feeding those who were hungering as he was at that time might have been, Jesus
knew that this would be a misuse of his divine power.  His response to the first temptation is the same
response he will give to the devil’s subsequent enticements: through the words of Holy Scripture, here
responding that “one does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”
(Deuteronomy 8:3).  Jesus’ words and deeds will later show the vital importance of providing food for hungry
people (“They need not go away; you give them something to eat.” – 14:13), but here he insists that a truly
human life must be nourished by the Word of God.

The devil’s second temptation is for Jesus to make a spectacular demonstration that he is the Son of God: “If
you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and
‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” (4:5-6).  The devil’s
use of Scripture (Psalm 91:11-12) illustrates how Scripture “can be misused as a vehicle of a demonic
alternative to the path of obedient suffering that Jesus has chosen as the path of messiahship.” (Boring).  But
Jesus sees through Satan’s deception, “fighting fire with fire” in once again resisting temptation with words
from Scripture: “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” (Deuteronomy 6:16).

The devil’s third and final attempt to lure Jesus away from his path of messianic servanthood is an appeal to
power, which has corrupted far too many people throughout history: “Again, the devil took him to a very high
mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, ‘All these I will
give you, if you will fall down and worship me.’” (4:8-9).  The temptation is for Jesus to rule the kingdoms of
this world, to assume the role played by the Roman emperor, and to do it by capitulating to the devil’s
kingship.  But the kingdom over which Jesus shall reign is not the kingdom that Satan is offering, as he will state
before Pontius Pilate shortly before his crucifixion:

· “My kingdom is not from this world.  If my kingdom were from his world, my followers would be
fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews.  But as it is, my kingdom is not from here …
For this I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth.  Everyone who belongs to
the truth listens to my voice.” – John 18:36-37.

Jesus testifies to the truth by responding once again with the words of Holy Scripture that are “trustworthy and
true” (Revelation 21:5): “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” (Deuteronomy 6:13).  For the first
time, Jesus adds his own words: “Away with you, Satan!” (4:10), words he will later direct at Peter when his



disciple seeks to tempt Jesus away from the path that will lead him to the Cross: “Get behind me, Satan!  You
are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.” (16:23).

Once this third temptation has failed, “the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.” (4:11). 
Jesus’ resistance of temptation keeps him faithful to his path of messiahship that will lead him to Jerusalem,
where he will “undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed,
and on the third day be raised.” (16:21).  It is through Jesus’ faithfulness to his purpose that “the grace of God
and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many … much more surely will
those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through
the one man, Jesus Christ.” (Romans 5:15, 17).  It is through Christ’s triumph over the temptations of the devil
that we have the ability to overcome the temptations that we will also face as the body of Christ.  After Jesus
overcomes the temptations in the wilderness, he gives his followers the words of the Lord’s Prayer that include
the petition “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” (6:13).  In the Small Catechism, Martin
Luther addresses the difficulty many people have with this petition, which seems to indicate that God is the
one who leads us into temptation that seek to draw us away from God:

· “It is true that God tempts no one, but we ask in this prayer that God would preserve and keep us, so
that the devil, the world, and our flesh may not deceive us or mislead us into false belief, despair, and
other great and shameful sins, and that, although we may be attacked by them, we may finally prevail
and gain the victory.”

It is not a matter of whether or not we will be tempted; our lives will always be surrounded with temptations
that will attempt to entice us to seek after them, to lure us away from walking as children of the light to follow
that which at first may appear to be beneficial but which in reality can have detrimental consequences for us
and for others.  Even when we strive to avoid temptation, we may find ourselves powerless to overcome its
allure; in his letter to the Romans, Paul bewails his own inability to resist temptation and turns to the only
source that will allow him to overcome that which seeks to draw him away from God:

· “I do not understand my own actions.  For I do not do what I want, but the very thing I hate.  Now if I
do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good.  But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that
dwells in me.  For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh.  I can will what is
right, but I cannot do it … Wretched man that I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” – Romans 7:15-18, 24-25.

The first step in our quest to overcome the temptations that draw us away from God is to recognize that we
cannot overcome temptation on our own.  As it is not possible for us to reconcile ourselves to God, our ability
to overcome temptation rests solely in the one who has reconciled us to God and to one another through his
death on the Cross and his glorious resurrection.  As our Lord Jesus Christ overcame temptation, so does he
give us the ability to gain the victory over forces of evil that seek to destroy what God has built: 

· “Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God,
let us hold fast to our confession.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with
our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. 
Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find
grace to help in time of need.” – Hebrews 4:14-16.

As we pray that our Lord will “save us from the time of trial,” we also pray that Our Father to whom we pray
will “deliver us from evil,” praying that our Lord will “deliver us from all kinds of evil … and at last, when our
final hour comes, may grant us a blessed end and take us by grace from this valley of tears to himself in
heaven.” (Small Catechism).  Our ability to resist and overcome temptation does not occur by our own efforts,



but only when we place ourselves in God’s care and trust that God will “give us the victory through our Lord
Jesus Christ.” (1 Corinthians 15:57).

· “There is a twofold armor with which the devil is slain and which he fears: 1) to listen unceasingly to
the Word of God, to instruct oneself in it, and to be comforted and strengthened by it; 2) then, when
temptation and struggle come upon us, to lift up our hearts to that same Word and cry to God,
invoking him for help.  Thus one of the two things is always present, continuing as an eternal
conversation between God and the soul.  Either God speaks to us and we are still, listening to God, or
he listens to us as we speak to him, praying for what we need.” – Martin Luther, 1539.

Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness was not the last time our Lord fast testing and trials; indeed, temptations
were present throughout his life among his people.  There were temptations present in his encounters with the
Pharisees and other opponents, when Jesus might have been enticed to use his powers to win his arguments
with them rather than proclaim the Word of God even in the face of opposition.  There were times when Jesus
could have given up on his disciples, who were often petty, jealous, and oblivious to what he was teaching.  At
Gethsemane, Jesus faces the temptation to forego dying on the Cross; he throws himself on the ground and
prays “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want.” (26:39). 
Even as he is dying on the Cross, the crowds taunt him with the temptation “if you are the Son of God, come
down from the Cross.” (27:40).  Yet Jesus resists all these temptations, remaining steadfast in his obedience in
fulfilling God’s Will in his death and resurrection, so that in our baptism into Christ “God confers upon us our
essential identity as beloved children, [and therefore] we may be less likely to succumb to the various pressures
that seek to tempt us – like Adam and Eve – to define ourselves in terms of what we have.” (David Lose).  We
can overcome temptation not because of who we are, but because of whose we are:

· “Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we will be has not yet been revealed.  What we do know is
this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is.  And all who have this hope
in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.” – 1 John 3:2-3.

My grandparents passed away years ago, but those M&Ms still tempt me.  I know that they have no nutritional
value and can cause me all kinds of harm, but they taste so good that I find it hard to resist them.  Of course,
resisting the temptation of candy is a relatively trivial matter; resisting the temptation to use the gifts God has
given me for my own selfish purposes, resisting the allure of other paths that seek to lead me away from God,
and resisting the voices that seek to cast doubt upon my faith are a far more serious matter.  I know my
weaknesses; but more importantly, “Jesus knows our every weakness”; therefore, the means through which we
can overcome temptation is to “cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” (1 Peter 5:7).  The
antidote to temptation is found in the same place where all strength, blessing, and hope resides: when we
“take it to the Lord in prayer” in confidence that our Lord will “lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil.  For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever and ever.” Amen.


