
Sermon 13: Luke 4:1-13: The Temptation of Christ
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INTRODUCTION

You and I sin every day.  There is no one here who is perfectly honest, perfectly loving, 
perfectly self-controlled, perfectly centred on God’s glory in everything they do.  We are 
under constant assault from sin, we find ourselves in a spiritual war whether we choose it or
not.  And yet we must not sin, we must obey God, we must resist sin and satan and become
saints that put on display the power of God over sin.  How do we do this?  The temptation 
of Christ is a window into how a true human being is tempted and stands against 
temptation.  

The temptation of Christ in Luke 4:1-13 is about more than a lesson on how to be holy 
however.  Let me put the significance to you in the form of a question: Why did Jesus have 
to be born instead of like Adam being made an adult to die on the cross?  Why did Jesus 
need to born, grow up in a sinful world, why did He have to obey every command of God, 
and why in particular did He have to be led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested?  
Luke 4:1, ‘And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the 
Spirit in the wilderness.’  
Jesus had to be born to Adam’s line in order to be one of us to represent us.  Jesus died on 
the cross in payment for the many sins we have done, the wages of sin is death, Christ paid 
with His life.  The Bible tells us that He endured temptation and is able to sympathise with 
us when we are tempted, Heb. 4:15, ‘ For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we 
are, yet without sin.’  But this is not the only reason why the Spirit drove Him into the 
wilderness to be subjected to temptation.  

We have seen that Jesus is our Second Adam, the first Adam was put in a Garden and 
tested, and if he had obeyed he would have entered into eternal blessing for himself and the
human race.  He sinned and failed and plunged the world into misery, but God promised 
another who would come, who would do battle with satan, but who would overcome him 
crushing his head.  Jesus is this promised One.  He is the Second Adam, who will be tested 
and tried and will not sin but will obey God, and so be worthy to receive the reward for 
Himself and all those who believe in Him.  This is why Jesus is being tempted in the 
wilderness and throughout His life.  

The temptation of Jesus in the wilderness is like but unlike our own temptations.  Jesus 
undergoes temptations without having a sinful nature attracted to sin; we go through it with
a sinful nature that desires sin.  Jesus was tempted by the devil himself and there were 
various miraculous elements that would have included visions of all the kingdoms of the 
world, we don’t get such special attention.  Jesus was tempted to doubt His Divine and 
Messianic Sonship; we are tempted to doubt our adoptive sonship.  But there are also 
similarities.  The devil seeks to misrepresent God to us; to misquote the bible; to get us to 
question God’s goodness and love and faithfulness; to put our own will above God’s will; our
own self-interest before God’s glory.  So as we look at the temptations of Christ, there are 
three of them.  As we look at these three temptations we will examine the nature of the 



temptations, the response Christ makes, and how this applies to us when we face 
temptation.  

Bread

V1-2, ‘And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit 
in the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during 
those days. And when they were ended, he was hungry.’  When Moses was on the mountain
for 40 days he was sustained miraculously during that time, here is a very different picture.  
Jesus is in the wilderness, led by the Spirit of God to not eat anything for 40 days while 
being tempted by the devil.  Firstly, let us note the significance of the forty days.  There are 
several suggestive parallels to these 40 days.  The flood lasted 40 days, Moses was on the 
mountain receiving the 10 commandments for 40 days, Ezekiel bore Judah’s guilt for 40 
days, but the most obvious parallel is the 40 years that Israel was tested in the wilderness.  
Secondly, we are told that he was tempted by the devil.  The devil is one of God’s 
archangels who rose up in rebellion against God.  The sin of satan is recorded in Is. 14:13-
14, ‘You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; above the stars of God I will set my 
throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly in the far reaches of the north; I will 
ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.’  He took a 
third of the angels with him in his rebellion Rev. 12:4.  Just as Adam was tempted by satan 
so is Jesus.  He is called the tempter, the slanderer, the father of lies, the dragon, the prince
of the power of the air, the god of this age and the one responsible for blinding the minds of
unbelievers.  He is the enemy of humanity probably because he hated the idea of being a 
servant of humanity Heb. 1:14, and felt it too low a role for himself.  He is a contrast to 
Jesus Christ who did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped but became a slave 
and even died in His service to us.  Thirdly, notice is says that Jesus was hungry, we should 
probably recognize that this means He was close to death.  Matt. 4:11 tells us that He was 
in such a state that the angels had to come and minister to Him after these 40 days and be 
restored, much like after His prayer efforts in Gethsemane.  All of this reminds us of the 
contrast between Adam who had access to every tree in the garden and Christ as they faced
the temptations of the devil.  

V3, ‘The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become 
bread.”  What is the nature of this temptation?   Properly translated the sense is, ‘since you 
are the Son of God….’  It seems that the heart of the temptation is to doubt God’s love for 
His Son by any lack of provision, and to cast off the Spirit commanded fast and instead of 
using the power given by the Spirit to serve others, to use that power to serve Himself.  The
temptation to doubt God’s goodness is a common tactic of satan.  Adam and Eve had access
to every tree in the garden but the devil made it sound as if it was unreasonable and God 
was withholding something they needed in not allowing them to eat from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil.  The tactic to make God appear stingy so that we feel the need
to provide our own good is a common lie that underlies temptation.  God had provided 
manna in the desert for His Son Israel when they were wandering about in the wilderness, 
and there was no bread for Jesus to eat as He undergoes the trial of not eating.  The call to 
make bread sounds reasonable.  Jesus had put aside the use of His divine power in 
becoming human, He was completely dependent upon God to supply the Spirit to uphold 
Him.  The Spirit was given to empower Christ for ministry and its purpose was to glorify God
by serving God’s purposes.  The temptation here is to circumvent the difficulty of the test 
and to misuse the power to satisfy a personal need contrary to what God is willing.  

V4, ‘And Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone.’”  Jesus 
answers the lies and insinuations of the temptation in the same way all three times, by 



going to the clear word of God.  Deut. 8:3, ‘And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed
you with manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that he might make 
you know that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes 
from the mouth of the Lord.’  There are a few key ideas to latch onto here.  Firstly, notice 
how God deals His sons and daughters, God ‘let you hunger.’  It is an act of love not 
destruction.  Secondly, the purpose of the hunger was that the Israelites might learn the 
lesson that obedience not bread is of utmost importance.  Here is Jesus near death from 
hunger, but He insists on obedience before His own survival, that it is better to die than sin. 
Jesus offers unconditional obedience to the Father.  Thirdly, notice the word ‘Man’ man shall
not live by bread alone.  Jesus as fully human, as our representative is submitting Himself to
God in obedience, this is His lot.  It is man’s lot to obey not to self-govern.  Jesus accepts 
this place.  Fourthly, think on the phrase, the mouth of God.  When have heard heard things
from God’s own mouth?  At the baptism of Jesus, any doubts of Christ’s sonship are allayed 
by the fact that God has confirmed it.    

Although we are not tempted to this extreme, many elements of this temptation face us 
regularly.  We are often tempted when things are not going well to question the goodness 
of God.  You and I are guilty of offering conditional obedience to God only obeying when 
things go well for us.  We do not remember our place and offer our obedience to God 
because He is God and we are servants.  We do not count with Christ the will of God to be 
our food and what we live for.  

Kingdom

V5-7, ‘And the devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment
of time, 6 and said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been
delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. 7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be 
yours.”  If the first temptation was a test to doubt God’s love and goodness, the second is to
doubt His wisdom.  The devil here offers Jesus what God will give Him once He has finished 
the hard work of obedience and dying on the cross.  The devil offers Jesus the kingdoms of 
this world in exchange for loyalty, he offers the crown without the cross.  The devil is 
offering a short cut without the pain of rejection and death to the reward of the kingdoms of
this earth.  The devil claims to have the power to bestow these kingdoms, whether this is 
overstatement it is difficult to say.  It is clear that the devil has some sort of authority 
because Adam had defaulted on his rule.  But any authority allowed to satan is allowed by 
God and it is more the role of a prison warden than owner.  The price is something easier 
than dying on a cross, all Jesus has to do is worship satan and he will give him everything.  

Once again the response of Jesus is from the Bible, v8, ‘And Jesus answered him, “It is 
written, “‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve.’”  This is a 
summary of Deut. 6:13 and the main responsibility of every human being.  Think of how this
works.  All the glitz and glamour of this world’s kingdoms, all the various armies of the 
worlds and their treasures, all the cities and their cultures and wares, it would have been an
overwhelming vision to try and take in.  But cutting through it all, creating clear black and 
white categories of what is right and what is wrong is the clarifying word of God.  The bible 
is the word of God, and Ps. 36:9 tells us that in God’s light, we see light, that the word is a 
lamp to our feet.  All things become clear and simple in the light of the word.  The 
overwhelming glamour of the world becomes nothing in light of our highest duty to worship 
no one but God.  This is how we are to wage spiritual warfare with the Sword of the Spirit.  
When you are faced with a temptation you can become confused.  Sometimes you may not 
be clear whether something is wrong, this is where the clear instructions of the bible cut a 
path for you.  But also when we are tempted we experience confusion because we have 



hearts that want wrong things.  What results is an argument between what we know is 
wrong with the wrong we want.  This is what happens with every sin.  You know the law, 
but you have a desire to have your sin and so you begin to argue with the law, to somehow 
try and undercut the law.  You say things like, that is OT, or that was part of the culture, or 
it only applies in this situation particularizing it so that you don’t have to reckon with it.  
What is happening is that your heart which is deceitful above all things is offering you 
apparently logical arguments, fixations upon legalistic interpretations of the law, or attempts
to make the law irrelevant by creating hard situation which make the action understandable.
This is the time you must remember that the Bible is God’s word and commands you not to 
sin.  It is more important and more pure than your logic, you have no right to deny it, or 
argue with it.  You must properly understand it to apply it, but it must always be over you to
command you, and not you over it as a critic pretending that it needs your approval.  Bring 
the clarity and the authority of the bible to bear upon your desires and take those desires 
captive to Christ.  If you are His you never have to sin.  God equips you to do His will by 
revealing it to you in His word and gives you the Spirit to help you illumine that word.

This is where the memorization of scripture must be mentioned.  Ps. 119:9-16, ‘How can a 
young man keep his way pure?  By guarding it according to your word.  With my whole 
heart I seek you, let me not wander from your commandments!  I have stored up your word
in my heart, that I might not sin against you.  Blessed are you, O LORD; teach me your 
statutes!  With my lips I declare all the rules of your mouth.  In the way of your testimonies 
I delight as much as in all riches.  I will meditate on your precepts and fix my eyes on your 
ways.  I will delight in your statutes; I will not forget your word.’  This Spirit can take this 
memorised word and bring it back into your memory to equip you to fight sin.  It is no use 
trying to sharpen your sword after the battle has started, you have to prepare before the 
fight starts, this is why we are to memorise scripture.  

 Protection

V9-11, ‘And he took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to 
him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10 for it is written, “‘He will 
command his angels concerning you, to guard you,’ and “‘On their hands they will bear you 
up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’”  The last temptation is a temptation to doubt 
God’s protection and to trust in God upon our own terms.  You would be more familiar with 
this type of temptation from some familiar scenarios.  ‘God if you are real then give me 
some sort of miraculous proof of your existence;’ ‘God if I am your child then take away this
cancer;’ ‘God if you love me then answer this prayer.’  And so we could go on.  It is a 
temptation to have faith in God based upon experience but not upon the truth of God’s 
word. 

The devil ups his attempts here; since Christ has quoted the scriptures so he too will do so.  
He quotes twice from Ps. 91, first from v11, and then from v12.  Psalm 91 is a well known 
psalm about how God preserves His people, the devil is implying that since God made such 
promises to protect, then Jesus can throw Himself down from the temple and He will not be 
hurt.  This is an apparent dilemma, if Jesus refuses to jump then He is accusing God of 
being a liar, if He jumps then he is doing the devil’s will and shows a lack of faith in God.  
Perhaps you have had similar conversations where unbelievers have put you on the spot 
asking you to prove God’s existence by a miracle or answered prayer.  Like the devil’s 
temptation with Adam and Eve, doubt is being cast on God’s word, ‘has God really said.’  
The devil has set up the test so that it appears that if you claim to believe it you should 
jump to prove it, or you are calling God a liar.  



Jesus in His wisdom will not be caught in this false dilemma and puts forward a biblical 
principle and a quote from Deut. 6:16.  V12, ‘And Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘You shall 
not put the Lord your God to the test.’”  The substance of the answer is simple, God is God 
and we are not, He is allowed to test us but we are not allowed to test Him.  We cannot 
hold God to our demands.

The devil’s tactic here is to misquote scripture, to present half-truths, this is the method of 
many of the cults, but a clear reminder from the scriptures of the nature of who God and 
our relationship to Him as servants who have no right to make demands upon Him clarifies 
much.  The devil does not enter into a hermeneutical debate but goes back to the Creator-
creature distinction and removes our right to put God on trial.  Any line of thinking that 
thinks God owes us anything or has to prove anything to us, is nonsense.  And the 
temptation to prove God’s protection and try and protect His reputation by forcing miracles 
out of Him is not a responsibility that you have been called to.  

As believers we may often be tempted to doubt God’s love and feel that we must demand 
some proof from God of His love and protection.  But we have been given the greatest 
proof, greater than God parting a Red Sea for us.  God has sent the second person of the 
Trinity to come and live and die for us.  Jesus has come because of His love and has 
willingly died to suffer our punishment that we might be saved.  This was done for us while 
we were His enemies and not friends.  If this is what God does for His enemies, what will He
do for His children?  We have no right to allow any difficulties we meet to raise doubts that 
have not already been answered by the cross.

This temptation assumes that God owes us a path free from injury, that we should expect to
walk and every path be smooth and without pain.  Jesus has been born to suffer for our sins
and any false notion of a life of obedience in a sinful world being without pain is clearly to 
be rejected.  It is the same for us, we walk where Christ walked, the path of holiness in a 
hostile world.  All who are godly will suffer persecution, resistance, satanic onslaught, and 
many trials.  

You and I have been tested many times and have failed, but Jesus was tempted in every 
way, with the most extreme temptations, of a sort we will never face, and was yet without 
sin.  Theologian Wayne Grudem compares facing temptation to an Olympic athlete lifting 
weights.  When we are tempted and we resist, it is like keeping the weight lifted above our 
heads, when we give into temptation that is when we drop it.  Jesus never sinned.  He kept 
the weight up above His head, and throughout His life more and more weights were added 
and He never dropped them.  He suffered the weight of temptations when we gave in.  
never has anyone every faced sin and overcome it, but He did, He suffered in the most 
extreme way because He did it in obedience to God for us.  V13 tells us that these 
temptations ended but the devil went away only to plan to tempt Him again, ‘And when the 
devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time.’  The 
significance of this portion is that we have someone who never sinned, who faced the trial 
and overcame, and who won our reward for us.  But more than that we have someone who 
was sinless and could be both offering and offerer for the sins we have committed.  And 
now if you have believed in Him.  He has put His Spirit within you to put sin to death in you.
He is seated at the right hand of the Father and continues to intercede for you sympathetic 
to your ongoing struggles and ready to lend aid when we cry out to Him.  We can partake of
that victory over sin as we, depending upon His Spirit and strength are sanctified into His 
likeness.


