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Temptation  |  Matthew 4:1-11  |  March 12, 2017 

Now that we know what we have—Jesus, this great High Priest with ready access to God—let’s 

not let it slip through our fingers.  We don’t have a priest who is out of touch with our reality.  

He’s been through weakness and testing, experienced it all—all but the sin.  So let’s walk right 

up to him and get what he is so ready to give.  Take the mercy, accept the help.      Hebrews 4:14-16 

The Message 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  Matthew 4:1 

Tempted = peipazo 

TDNT, Vol. VI 

The Synoptic account of the temptation, in which the [testing] comes to Jesus in person, is placed 

immediately after the story of the baptism of Jesus and just before the commencement of His public 

ministry.  This order already underscores its significance.  The [testing] attempts to turn Jesus from the 

task which God has laid upon Him in His baptism, and therewith to render His mission impossible.  He 

exerts himself in every possible way to deflect Jesus from obedience to God.  In this respect it makes no 

difference whether the temptations come at the end of the 40 days and nights or whether they take 

place during this period.  Their essence remains the same, namely, that Jesus should be unfaithful to His 

Messianic task.  The story presupposes, then, that Jesus is obedient.  He is aware of His Messianic task, 

and the individual temptations are a threefold repetition of the fact that He remains obedient…  The 

[tempter] makes three attempts to reduce Jesus to disobedience.  In the first he tests the power of 

Jesus, and tries to induce Him to use it for purposes which are not in keeping with His divine mission.  

Jesus rebuffs him with the text Dt 8:3b.  The point of the answer lies in the reference to the power of 

God, to which alone Jesus yields, not turning from obedience to God by independent use of the power 

with which God has endowed Him.  On the second occasion the tempter tries to get Jesus to invoke 

God’s help on His own behalf, and this time he, too, appeals to a text (Ps 90:11 f.).  Jesus again replies 

from Scripture (Dt 6:16). It would be tempting God, and therefore acting contrary to His word and 

commandment, to seek His help for selfish reasons which are not in harmony with God’s will.  The third 

temptation is the most comprehensive. The diabolos [devil] (Mt 4:8) is quite plainly seeking to induce 

Jesus to give up His obedience to God and to follow himself, Satan.  The third time, too, Jesus answers 

with a text (Dt 6:13), and He prefaces this refusal with the words [Begone Satan] Mt 4:10.  In each 

answer, then.  Jesus confirms His allegiance to God.  He remains in union with God, and does not abuse 

His divine Sonship, the authority of the Messiah.  34-35 

NOTE:  The following statements are from early Church Fathers.  A brief biographical statement 

is given at the end of each statement all taken from:  Thomas C. Oden, General Editor, Ancient 

Christian Commentary on Scripture:  Matthew 1-13, (Inter Varsity Press, 2001). 

Adam’s temptation was reversed in Jesus’ temptation (Theodore of Mossuestia).  The devil goes out to 

tempt people, but in this case it was Christ who went to confront the devil (Anonymous).  55 
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Readiness to Face Temptations.  The text says “then.”  Then when?  This was after the descent of the 

Spirit, after the voice that was borne from above had said, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well 

pleased.”  Led by whom?  This is marvelous.  All of this was led by the Holy Spirit.  For it says Jesus was 

“led up by the Spirit.”  All this was for our instruction.  The Lord does whatever is necessary for our 

salvation by both acting and being acted upon.  He submitted himself to being led up there to wrestle 

against the devil.  Now we should not be troubled if, after our baptism, we too have to endure 

unexpected but continue to endure all things nobly, as though it were happening in the natural course 

of things.  56 [Chrysostom (344-407) Bishop of Constantinople who was famous for his orthodoxy, his 

eloquence and his attacks on Christian laxity in high places: The Gospel of Matthew, Holily 13:1] 

The Devil Defeated by the Same Flesh He had Made Miserable.  The fact Jesus was led into the desert 

signifies the freedom of the Holy Spirit to offer his man to the devil and to permit the occasion of 

temptation and conquest, which the tempter would not have had unless he had been given it.  There 

was in the devil therefore suspicious fear but no knowledge of the true identity of the One suspected.  

The devil was moved by the forty-day fast.  He had knowledge of the poured-out waters of the abyss in 

just as many days and of the exploration of the promised land, in the Mosaic law written by God…  He 

[the devil] had enticed Adam and by deceiving him led him to death.  But it was fitting, because of his 

wickedness and evil deed, that he be defeated by that same humanity in whose death and misfortunes 

he gloried.  It was the devil who envied God’s gifts to humanity before the temptation of Adam, who 

was now unable to understand God’s being present in a human being.  The Lord was therefore tempted 

immediately after being baptized.  His temptation indicates how sinister are the devil’s attempts 

especially against those who have been sanctified, for he eagerly desires victory over the saints.  57  

[Hilary (315-367) Bishop of Poitiers and called the “Athanasius of the West” because of his defense 

(against the Arians) of the common nature of Father and Son: On Matthew 4:1-2] 

And the tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to 

become loaves of bread.”  But he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, 

but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  Matthew 4:3-4 

The First Point of Attack.  What does the devil first say?  “If you are Son of God, command these stones 

to become loaves of bread.”  The focus is not upon hunger but divine Sonship.  Thinking to cheat him 

with supposed compliments, the devil suggested, “If you are Son of God,” remaining silent about his 

hunger in order that he not seem to allege that he indeed was hungry and not upbraiding him for it.  For 

unaware of the greatness of the economy which was unfolding, he supposed hunger to be a reproach to 

him.  So flattering him smoothly, he makes mention of his dignity only.  How then does Christ respond to 

this?  In order to put down the devil’s pride and signify that there was nothing shameful in Jesus’ hunger 

nor unbecoming to his wisdom, he brings forward precisely the point that the devil had passed over in 

silence to flatter him.  Jesus said, “Man shall not live by bread alone.”  In this way the devil begins his 

temptation with the necessity of the belly.  Mark well the craft of that wicked demon.  Note at what 

precise point he begins his struggling and how well he remembers what he does best.  For it was by this 

same means that he cast out the first man and then encompassed him with thousands of other evils.  

Now by the same means here he again weaves his deceit: the temptation to indulge the belly.  So too 



3 

 

even now one may hear many foolish people say their bad words by thousands because of the belly.  59  

[Chrysostom:  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 13:3] 

Not by Bread Alone.  The first Adam sinned by eating.  Christ prevailed by self-control.  He thus teaches 

that there is no need for us to stay far away from God, even if we are famishing.  This is also a pledge of 

our future state, which Christ in fact inaugurated, that in the future human beings will live even without 

food.  60  [Theodore of Heraclea (death 355) An antiNicene bishop of Thrace.  He was part of a team 

seeking reconciliation between Eastern and Western Christianity.  In 343 he was excommunicated at the 

council of Sardica.  His writings focus on a literal interpretation of Scripture: Fragment 22] 

Feeding on God’s Word.  The testimony was taken from Deuteronomy.  The Lord responded in this way, 

for it was his purpose to overcome the devil with humility and not with power.  At the same time, it 

should be noted that unless the Lord had begun to fast, the devil would not have had an occasion, in 

accordance with the passage: “My son, as you embark upon the service of God, prepare your soul for 

temptation.”  (Sir 2:1).  But the Savior’s very response indicates that it was as man that he was tempted: 

“Not by bread alone shall man live, but by every word that comes forth from the mouth of God.”  So if 

anyone does not feed upon God’s Word, that one will not live.  60  [Jerome (347-420) Gifted exegete 

and exponent of a classical Latin style, now best known as the translator of the Latin Vulgate:  

Commentary on Matthew 4.4] 

Then the devil took him to the holy city and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to 

him, “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, lest you strike your foot 

against a stone.”  Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God 

to the test.’”  Matthew 4:5-6 

The Second Temptation:  If you Are the Son of God.  What can the reason be that with each temptation 

the devil adds, “If you are the Son of God”?  He is acting just like he did in the case of Adam, when he 

disparaged God by saying, “In the day you eat, your eyes will be opened.”  So he does in this case, 

intending thereby to signify that our first parents had been beguiled and outsmarted and had received 

no benefit.  So even in the temptation of Jesus he insinuates the same thing, saying, “In vain God has 

called you Son and has beguiled you by his gift.  For, if this is not so, give us some clear proof that you 

are from that power.”  And, because Christ had reasoned with him from Scripture, he does the same, 

bringing in the testimony of the prophet.  61  [Chrysostom:  The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 13.4] 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the 

world and their glory.  And he said, to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and 

worship me.”  Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan!  For it is written, ‘You shall worship 

the Lord your God and him only shall you serve.’”  Matthew 4:8-10 

The Three Temptations.  If we look at the progression of his temptation, we see how great the struggle 

was that set us free from temptation.  Our ancient enemy rose up against the first human being, our 

ancestor, in three temptations.  He tempted him by gluttony, by vain ambition and by avarice.  And he 
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overcame [Adam] when tempted, because he subjugated him through consent.  He tempted him by 

gluttony when he showed him the forbidden food of the tree and told him, “Taste it.”  He tempted him 

by vain ambition when he said, “You will be like gods.”  He tempted him by adding avarice when he said, 

“knowing good and evil.”  Avarice is concerned not only with money but also with high position.  We 

rightly call it avarice when we seek high position beyond measure.  If grasping at honor was not related 

to avarice, Paul would not have said of God’s only begotten Son, “He did not think that being equal to 

God was something to be grasped.” (Phil. 2:6).  The devil drew our ancestor to pride by stirring him up 

to an avaricious desire for high position.  62 

By the means by which he overcame the first man were the same ones that caused him to yield when he 

tempted the second Adam.  The devil tempted him by gluttony when he said, “Tell these stones to 

become bread.”  He tempted him by vain ambition when he said, “If you are the Son of God, cast 

yourself down.”  He tempted him by an avaricious desire for high position when “he showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world, saying, ‘I will give you all these if you will all down and worship me.’”  But the 

devil is overcome by the second man in the same way as he boasted of overcoming the first man.  He 

exits our heart at the same juncture where he first made his earliest inroads.  62-63 

But there is something else we have to consider in this temptation of the Lord, dearly beloved.  When 

the Lord was tempted by the devil, he answered him with the commands of sacred Scripture.  By the 

Word that he was, he could have easily plunged his tempter into the abyss.  But he did not reveal the 

power of his might, but he only brought forth the precepts of Scripture.  This was to give us an example 

of his patience, so that as often as we suffer something from vicious persons we should be aroused to 

teach rather than to exact revenge.  Consider how great God’s patience is, how great our impatience.  

When we are provoked by some injury or threatened harm, or moved to rage, we seek revenge as far as 

possible.  When we are unable to obtain it, we make our threats.  But the Lord endured the devil’s 

opposition, and he answered him with nothing except words of meekness. He put up with one he could 

have punished, so that this might all the more rebound to his praise.  He overcame his enemy not by 

destroying him but by suffering him for a while.  63  [Gregory The Great (540-604) Pope from 590, the 

fourth and last of the Latin “Doctors of the Church.”  He was a prolific author and a powerful unifying 

force within the Latin Church, initiating the liturgical reform that brought about the Gregorian 

Sacramentary and Gregorian chant:  Forty Gospel Homilies 16.2-3] 

The Limits of the Devil’s Power to Tempt.  He put an end to the devil’s tempting when he said, “Get 

behind me, Satan!”  The devil could progress no further with his temptation.  But we can rightly 

understand and reasonably ascertain that he withdrew not as though in obedience to the command.  

Rather it was the divinity of Christ or the Holy Spirit in Christ who drove away the devil.  This gives us 

great consolation, for the devil cannot tempt God’s people as long as he wishes.  He can tempt them 

only so long as Christ or the Holy Spirit who is in them allows him to.  63  [Anonymous:  Incomplete Work 

on Matthew, Homily 5.] 

Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came and were ministering to him.  Matthew 4:11 

 


