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SCRIPTURE READING             Matthew 4:1-11 

4 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the 

devil. 
2 
He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 

3 

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

stones to become loaves of bread.” 
4 
But he answered, “It is written, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth 

of God.’ ” 
5 
Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, 
6 
saying 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, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’ ” 
7 
Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’ 

” 
8 
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 
9 
and he said to him, “All these I will 

give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” 
10 

Jesus said to him, “Away with 

you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’ ” 
11 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.  

 

I have always been intrigued with this story of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness by 
the devil.  I think one of the main reasons this has been the case is that this story 
provides plenty of room for one’s imagination to run wild.  It’s a story that seems made 
for drama – and every time I read or hear it, I imagine the drama being played out a little 
bit differently.   

But for all the drama that I have imagined, when it comes to interpreting the meaning of 
this passage, I have generally stuck with the traditional ways of reading its significance.  
Jesus faced temptations in the wilderness that challenged and tested his status as Son 
of God while also mirroring the wilderness period of the Israelites.  Jesus was tempted 
to provide himself with physical comfort in the form of bread when hungry, fame and 
confidence in God’s protection in the form of a public stunt, and power over all the 
kingdoms of the world in return for an act of devotion to the one who could give him that 
power.  Jesus resisted the temptations, and thus passed the test in preparation for his 
own public ministry, providing us with an example to follow in facing temptations of our 
own.   
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But today I want to consider for the next few minutes only a very specific part of this 
passage – the way in which Jesus uses – and refuses to use – scripture.  You see, I 
had previously recognized that Jesus refuted the three temptations put to him with 
passages of scripture recited from memory.  I remember my Sunday school teachers 
using this story to teach us the importance of learning and memorizing scripture as 
children.  And for a Sunday on which we are presenting Bibles to our 3rd and 4th 
graders, this story thus seems a very natural and appropriate subject for preaching.   

But before I began preparing for this sermon, it had not really occurred to me that not 
only did Jesus use scripture to rebut the devil’s temptations, but that Jesus was in fact 
also tempted BY the scripture as well.  I am not sure why this hadn’t sunk in for me 
before – after all, I have been aware of that old proverb that “Even the devil can quote 
scripture” as long as I can remember.  But I guess that there has always been a part of 
me that imagined this story with an idealized version of Jesus playing the leading role – 
a part of me that saw Jesus going through the motions of being tempted, but never 
really believing that Jesus really was tempted.  I suspect that it is hard for many of us to 
imagine that there was a part of Jesus that really did want to take a flying leap off the 
temple, that a part of Jesus really wanted to see if God would send angels to keep him 
from harm.   

But as I spent time with this text in recent days, I was struck by the realization that in 
Matthew’s version of the story, just after Jesus had quoted Deuteronomy to answer the 
devil’s challenge that he could turn stones to bread if he were in fact the Son of God – 
lifting out the words, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes 
from the mouth of God.” – just after Jesus had offered some of those words in defense 
against temptation, the devil turns around and immediately uses some words from 
scripture to tempt Jesus.  Now I had always thought the second temptation of Jesus in 
this story was to perform a miracle – to fling himself down from the temple and have 
those invisible angels keep his face from splattering on the stones below in the middle 
of the temple crowd.  But I am not so sure about that now.  As I have looked at this story 
recently, I have begun to wonder if the second temptation of Jesus in this story is not so 
much to perform a miracle as it is to misuse the scripture.  I imagine Jesus having just 
told the devil, “Maybe I could turn stones into bread.  But the Bible says that you need 
more than bread to truly live – you need to trust every single word that comes from the 
mouth of God.”  And the devil looks him in the eye and says, “Well said, my boy.  So let 
me ask this, imagine we are standing on the very top of the temple.  The Bible says in 
Psalm 91:11-12 that those who take their refuge in God and trust in him will have angels 
watching over them, and that they won’t even let your foot hit a stone.  So what if you 
jumped off?  Do you trust God enough to do that?  Or do you not believe what the Bible 
says?”   

I wonder if, more than any temptation to perform a public miracle, the real temptation for 
Jesus here was to take the words of scripture and use them to suit his own purposes 
rather than God’s.   

It is a sad fact that many have given in to just such a temptation.  Clearly this is just 
what the devil was doing, as Shakespeare so eloquently put it in The Merchant of 
Venice, “The devil can cite scripture for his purpose.  [And] and an evil soul producing 
holy witness is like a villain with a smiling cheek.”  There is nothing quite so disturbing to 
me as evil masquerading as religious piety.  And quoting scripture is surely one of the 



 3 

most often used means to that end.  Scripture has been used throughout history to prop 
up an unbelievable litany of evils.  It has been used to silence criticism by tyrant kings 
who claimed to rule by divine right.  It has been used to justify slavery, segregation, and 
apartheid.  It has been used to stir-up violence for the sake of “holy war.”  It has been 
used to demonize enemies and demand obedience to tyrants like Hitler.  Scripture has 
been used to support polygamy and child abuse, to perpetuate gender discrimination, 
and to justify oppression and hatred of those deemed unacceptable or even 
“abominable.”  It has provided cover for con artists and added to the seductive allure of 
cult figures like David Koresh.  Without question, scripture has been and continues to be 
used to justify and further evil purposes.   

But the scripture can also be misused without intent to serve or perpetuate evil.  
Probably the most frequent is the practice of proof-texting – or pulling out little bits of 
scripture as an authority to prove some point we are trying to make.  It’s the Christian 
equivalent to citing the Constitution or the Declaration of Independence in American 
politics.  But it doesn’t stop there.  We can use scripture like magic words that are 
supposed to bring us blessing or protection.  We can use scripture selectively – 
applying it only to private, personal matters of belief or taking the opposite approach 
and seeing only its social and relational dimensions without acknowledging its claims on 
our own personal lives.  And we can use scripture ignorantly – neglecting to make the 
often stressful and challenging effort to study its context, history, and origins, and failing 
to take the implications of that study into account in our interpretations.   

But I think that perhaps the most tempting of all for us is the possibility that we can allow 
the scriptures to take the place of God – the temptation to make the Bible into an idol.  
As human beings we long for something firm to believe in – something sure and steady 
and good to which we can cling when times get rough.  That something should be God.  
But throughout history human beings have been tempted to settle for less than God 
when choosing something to cling to.  Thus the Israelites settled for a Golden Calf when 
they were wandering through the wilderness and Moses took longer to return than 
expected from his journey up the mountain.  And thus we are tempted to settle for less 
than God, and to put our trust in the words of scripture rather than in the living God, who 
is revealed in and by the words of scripture, but who cannot be reduced to them.   

And so I wonder whether Jesus might have been experiencing just such a temptation 
after he had just proclaimed that one lives “not by bread alone but by every word that 
comes from the mouth of God.”  The temptation of scripture comes to him in the words 
of scripture.  And what happens if Jesus gives in to the devil’s temptation?  Well, if 
Jesus jumps, falls to the ground, and dies like most people would, then the act would 
demonstrate that the scripture was not “true” – angels would not have attended Jesus 
and kept him from harm.  On the other hand, if Jesus jumps and is indeed swept up on 
the wings of angels, then God and God’s agents become servants of the words of 
scripture which promise such protection, and servants of the one who wields those 
words.  God becomes a servant of scripture rather than the other way around.  It really 
is a lose-lose situation.   

But Jesus doesn’t accept the devil’s logic – the rhetoric of the tempter who suggests 
that the truth of the scripture is to be found in its literal application.  Instead, Jesus 
quotes another scripture to suggest that we should not put God to the test.  I might add 
and emphatic – “Especially a test based on the scriptures!” 
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Because the power and the blessing of scripture does not lie in its words.  They are just 
ink on a page or sounds in the ear or on the tongue.  Rather the power of scripture lies 
in the ability of the words to reveal THE Word as they come to life with and through us.  
We have fallen into the habit of referring to the Bible as the Word of God.  But the book 
is not the Word of God.  The book reveals the Word of God – Jesus Christ – the Word 
made flesh who dwelt among us and came that we might have life.    

And that Word is a living Word, a Word that is meant to live inside us, to confront us, 
change us, and transform us.  We may come to know the Word of God through the 
words of scripture.  And surely we learn more about the Word through those words.  But 
they are not the same.  To insist that they are is to deny God the freedom to be God, to 
try to capture God and keep God within a space of our own keeping and understanding.  
And whenever we do that, we give in to a temptation which I think Jesus may have 
faced – the temptation to place God in the service of our understanding of scripture 
rather than our understanding of scripture in the service and to the glory of God.   

In your bulletins you will find a responsive prayer of confession.  I invite you now to join 
me in that prayer and confess our temptation together.      

 

 

Pastoral Prayer 

O God, we give you thanks for the scriptures of our faith, and for the many ways in which they 
have revealed your self and your love to us.  They have made known your Living Word to 
human beings for thousands of years, and they are still challenging and changing people, 
comforting and calling people today.  For the voice of your Spirit which we hear through those 
words, Lord, we give you thanks.   

But Lord, we confess that as individuals and as a church we have at times misused scripture.  
We have at times only read those portions of the Bible that we liked, and avoided those that 
would stretch or challenge us.  We have at times used the scriptures to ordain our own opinions 
and positions as your truth.  We have at times used scripture as a weapon against those with 
whom we disagree, using holy words to inflict wounds that sometimes last a lifetime.  We have 
at times chosen to use the Bible to confront the sin of others, while neglecting to allow it to 
confront the sin within us.  We have at times used the scriptures to justify hate, violence, and 
war.  We have at times allowed our knowledge of the Bible to make us arrogant and lacked the 
humility to continue to gain new light from its words.  We have at times elevated the scriptures 
to a place that should be reserved for you alone.   

For these and so many other misuses of your gift of the scriptures, Lord, we ask your 
forgiveness.  As a people born out of Bible study, who have always sought to live according to 
the mind of Christ as we discern it through the community gathered around the scriptures, and 
who have accepted the New Testament as a rule of faith and practice to that end, we come 
before you with humble hearts, seeking to know the Word made flesh through the sharing of 
human words.  Give us wisdom and grace, patience and most of all faith, to understand and 
embrace the mystery of your living Word, who is Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

 


