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Introduction to the Morning Lesson 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke all tell essentially the same story. Jesus was baptized in the Jordan 
River by John the Baptizer and immediately afterwards, the Spirit led Jesus into the desert1 where 
over forty days and nights of fasting he was tempted by the devil. When Jesus was baptized, the voice 
from heaven said, “You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3.22c) In other 
words, Jesus’ baptism declared his identity and vocation. Jesus was the reality of God, the Beloved of 
God, now come into the world to love and redeem it. So Jesus goes immediately from the glory of 
baptismal waters to the parched temptations of the desert. 

This is why churches that follow the lectionary read the temptation story each year on the first 
Sunday in Lent. We read it because these forty days before Easter are our desert, our wilderness, the 
time for testing our faith. Can we make it through Lent again? Can we once more make it to the 
final week? Can we make it once more to the Upper Room and there receive the bread and wine 
from Jesus’ soon to be pierced hands? Can we make it once more to the horrible darkness of a Friday 
with agonizing cries of pain coming from a cross of wood? Can we make it once more through the 
three days to a glorious morning? 

We American Christians are so impatient. We don’t like to wait and we don’t like to deprive 
ourselves. Forty days of Lent? Forty days in a spiritual desert? It is not our preferred way. 

But it is a holy way upon and we embark upon it this First Sunday in Lent. I pray we will not 
yield to temptations to ride across these days in SUVed, air-conditioned comfort. I pray we will not 
yield to temptations of distraction. I pray we will keep a holy Lent, desert though it may be. Our text 
today is from Luke 4. 

 
Luke 4.1-13 (NRSV) 

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 devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, 
command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not 
live by bread alone.’” 

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.” 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 

                                                
1 Mark’s Gospel says “drove him out into the wilderness.” (Mark 1.12) This forceful verb doesn’t necessary imply 

reluctance on the part of Jesus but only that the wilderness encounter was dramatic, dangerous, and not lightly 
undertaken. 
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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.’” 

Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” When the devil had 
finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time. 

 
Introduction 

I wonder how many of you, especially if you are 45 or older, remember playing a game called 
“Careers.” I played that game with my best friend Glen for hours on end. “Careers” was a Parker 
Brothers board game quite popular back in the late 1950s and early 1960s. As you probably know, 
Parker Brothers was founded in Salem, Massachusetts in the late 1800s and remained a family-
owned business until 1968. Since 1991 Parker Brothers has been owned by Hasbro which still makes 
a version of “Careers” (although I imagine it has been updated a bit). 

“Careers” is a game where you set your own formula for victory. A player can choose to pursue 
Happiness, Fame, or Money. The total number of points earned in the three categories must equal 
60. For example, your winning formula can be 60 Happiness, 0 Fame, and 0 Money. Or 20 of each. 
Or any combination as long as it totals 60. Like most board games you move your piece around the 
board and when you land on certain squares, if you meet the basic requirements, you can enter the 
career path of that square. You can go to college. You can go to Hollywood. You can enter politics or 
become a teacher. You can go to sea which was good for a lot of Happiness points (although I 
suspect that going to sea is no longer a career in the more up-to-date versions of the game). 

Each career path rewarded you differently. Going to Hollywood could give you a lot of Fame 
points and some pretty good Money points. The best career for earning Money was stock broker. 
You could also lose points. If you became an astronaut and your rocket blew up, you gained a few 
Fame points but lost all of your Happiness and most of your Money points. Teaching gave you no 
Money but a lot of Happiness (although some teachers might argue with that second part). 

You get the idea. “Careers” required picking your formula and pursuing careers that gave you 
the best chance of reaching your formula before other players reached theirs. What was the best 
formula? Glen usually picked 20-20-20. I usually picked 40 Money, 10 Fame, and 10 Happiness. I 
usually won. 

What would your formula be in terms of Money, Fame, and Happiness? That was the 
question that came to mind as I studied the story of Jesus’ temptation and, of course, that’s where 
my title came from. What’s your formula in life and what does temptation have to do with it? 

 
How was Jesus tempted? 

When we think of temptation, we typically think of one or more of the so-called seven deadly 
sins: pride, envy, anger, greed, laziness, gluttony, or lust, and we are tempted in these and many 
other ways. But reflecting on how the devil tempted Jesus teaches that real temptation is far more 
serious than gluttony or lust or any of our other failings. Real temptation is giving up our identity as 
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a children of God. We yield to real temptation when we write our own script or go our own way. 
We see that in the text. Jesus’ identity had just been affirmed in his baptism. He was God’s 

Son, the Beloved. Luke tells us that Jesus was filled with the Holy Spirit. He was in full harmony 
with God. So the devil didn’t tempt Jesus to do bad things. No, he said, “If you are the Son of God, 
turn this stone into a loaf of bread.” 

That wasn’t a bad thing. Jesus was hungry. He needed food. Why not use his power as the Son 
of God? Besides, it sounds like the kind of thing Jesus would want his ministry to be about. As one 
writer put it, there was no shortage of stones in Israel, and no shortage of hungry people.2 Wouldn’t 
it be good for the Son of God to provide bread not only for himself but also for the poor and 
hungry? 

But Jesus said, “One does not live by bread alone.” Or, to put it in terms of a formula, “One 
doesn’t live by Money — material things — alone.” 

Then the devil offered to give Jesus all the kingdoms of the world if he would only worship 
him. A lot of Fame points in that one. And how could that be bad? Does Jesus not rightly claim to 
be Lord of lords and King of kings? But worshiping the devil to get there? The Fame formula was 
okay but the career path to get it troubled Jesus. “Worship the Lord your God,” he insisted, “and 
serve only him.” 

The devil wasn’t done. Now it seems they were standing at the pinnacle of the temple, the 
rocky ground hundreds of feet below. “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here.” 
Such a fall would kill anyone — unless you were the Son of God and God’s angels flew in to help. 
And don’t you think Jesus was tempted to do it and score some big Happiness points? I mean, what 
a thrill. And Jesus would prove to that stupid ol’ devil that he really was the Son of God. That would 
make him pretty happy, don’t you think? 

But once more Jesus quoted scripture (all his responses are quotations from Deuteronomy3): 
“Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” 

All the temptations were about a good formula: (1) feed the hungry people of the world 
including yourself; (2) lay claim to the kingdoms of the world; and (3) show who you really are to 
the world.4 The problem was not the formula. The problem was the means. The devil’s way was not 
and is not God’s way. 

God’s way was the mystery that Jesus understood in the desert. It is the mystery that we try 
glimpsing in our own desert of Lent. God’s way is not the way of conquering and ruling. It is the 
way of suffering and dying. Which is exactly why, later in the gospel story when Peter got angry at 
Jesus for all his talk about suffering and dying, Jesus rebuked Peter by saying, “Get behind me, 

                                                
2 Jim Somerville, “Exegesis,” Lectionary Homiletics 18.2 (2007): 33. 

3 Deuteronomy 8.3: “He humbled you by letting you hunger, then by feeding you with manna, with which 
neither you nor your ancestors were acquainted, in order to make you understand that one does not live by bread alone, 
but by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” Deuteronomy 6.13: “The LORD your God you shall fear; 
him you shall serve, and by his name alone you shall swear.” Deuteronomy 10.20: “You shall fear the LORD your God; 
him alone you shall worship; to him you shall hold fast, and by his name you shall swear.” Deuteronomy 6.16: “Do not 
put the LORD your God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.” 

4 Somerville, 33. 
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Satan!”5 He said it because he had heard that voice before, the voice back in the desert that urged 
him to choose the way of conquering and ruling. He recognized the devil’s voice in Peter and said 
“no” just as he had to the devil himself. 

In his baptism Jesus was affirmed as the Son of God, the Beloved. The devil tempted him to 
do, not bad things, but godly things in an ungodly way. Jesus wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t give up 
who he was. 

 
Conclusion 

What about us? What’s our formula for godly living and are we pursuing it in godly ways? As 
with Jesus, these questions have to do with our identity. For in our baptisms we are also affirmed as 
God’s children, as God’s beloved. And make no mistake, we are constantly tempted to contradict 
who we are and to rewrite the script, making up our own way instead of following God’s way. 

Tom Long, who teaches preaching at the Candler School of Theology, tells of when he was in 
high school and was the “sound effects guy” for the senior play. When the script called for someone 
knocking at the door, he rapped two sticks together. When the telephone on stage need to ring, he 
touched two wires to the battery-operated bell, stopping it just before the actor on stage picked up 
the receiver. 

The play’s director that year was a new English teacher on the faculty, a young woman who 
worked tirelessly to help the actors learn their lines and the stage crew to build the sets. She would 
spend all afternoon working on the play, rush out for fast-food dinners, and hurry back for evening 
rehearsals. She even worked many late nights after the students went home. No one worked harder 
or more unselfishly. And when opening night came, everyone was ready. 

There was electricity in the air with families and friends packing the auditorium. The curtain 
went up and the first act went marvelously. The play was a comedy and every funny line evoked rich 
laughter from the audience. Everyone onstage, backstage, and in the audience was completely caught 
up in what they knew was a special moment. 

Then in the second act, one of the actors forgot his lines. You could see it on his face. He 
knew it was his turn to speak but he couldn’t find the words. The audience had not sensed it yet but 
the actors and the stage crew did. No one knew what to do. Time seemed frozen. Panic started to 
creep down everyone’s spine. 

Tom was standing next to the young director. She had the script in hand and was just about to 
whisper the next line when the actor on stage finally spoke. It wasn’t the line in the script. In his 
anxiety he just made something up. But at least he spoke. And, what he said happened to be very 
funny and the audience roared with laughter. Everyone relaxed. They had gotten past a bad spot and 
now could work their way out of it. 

Unfortunately, the forgetful actor heard the laughter of the audience and he liked it. So he 
made up another line. This, too, was funny. Not as funny as the first one but the audience still 
chuckled. And he made up another line, and another, and another. 

The other actors tried to respond but it had spun out of control. In fact, the actor was out of 
control, just spinning off whatever came into his head and the play disintegrated. The audience had 

                                                
5 Matthew 16.23: “But he turned and said to Peter, ‘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.’” 
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figured it out now and they still laughed, but it was forced and nervous and mocking laughter. 
Tom says he no longer remembers if they even finished the play. What he does remember is 

looking up to see the director, that young woman who had poured everything into that play for the 
kids’ benefit. And she was standing in the wings, watching. And crying.6 

My friends, that’s how God feels when we just make things up on our own. It’s not about the 
formula. Money isn’t bad. But our material needs tempt us to put them before God. Fame isn’t bad. 
For us, fame might be better thought of as influence or success. They are not bad. But we are 
tempted to listen for the audience and its approval rather than God’s. Happiness isn’t bad. But we 
are tempted because seeking it can be so distracting. 

So we enter into this desert of Lent to learn again who we are. We are God’s children. May we 
remain true to who we are and follow God’s way, not our way. 

                                                
6 Thomas G. Long, Whispering the Lyrics: Sermons for Lent and Easter (Lima, Ohio: CSS Publishing Co., 1995) 

22-23. 


