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Matthew 4:1–11
1
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. 2 After fasting
forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the
Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.”
4
Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that
comes from the mouth of God.’”
5
Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple.
6
“If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written:
“ ‘He will command his angels concerning you,
and they will lift you up in their hands,
so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’”
7
Jesus answered him, “It is also 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 “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship
me.”
10
Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God,
and serve him only.’”
11
Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him.1
It seems that there used to be a time when people had heroes, and that those heroes could
do no wrong. But we live in an age when everything is scrutinized, and all kinds of secrets about
famous people—politicians, athletes, entertainers—are revealed. The more media coverage a
person gets, the worse that person looks, or so it would seem.
I don’t think most of us would like to live our lives under such scrutiny. If we’re honest,
we must admit that there’s something wrong with each of us. All of us. We all fail to live up to
our standards. Other people fail to live up to our standards. And we certainly fail to live up to the
standards we find in the Bible. Sometimes, when we’re being pessimistic, it seems as if the
human race is totally messed up, beyond repair. The other day, comedian Jim Gaffigan wrote this
on the Internet: “Breaking: Humans continue streak of horribleness in 2015!” 2 Every year,
without fail, people act in awful ways toward each other. We are proud, selfish, greedy, lusting,
lying, destructive, and hurtful. Every year, there are wars, murders, thefts, lies, and adulteries.
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Will this streak be broken? Can it be? Is there anyone who hasn’t failed, who hasn’t let us
down?
The Bible tells us that there is one, and his name is Jesus. Today, as we continue to think
through the question, “Who is Jesus?” we’ll see that Jesus was tempted as we are, yet he didn’t
sin.
In order to understand the importance of what Jesus has done, we have to think a bit
about human nature. The first chapter of the Bible tells us that God made humans in his image
and likeness (Gen. 1:26-27) and he made them good (Gen. 1:31). What does it mean to be made
in the image and likeness of God? It’s debated by many theologians, but if you look at what
those phrases meant in the Ancient Near East at the time Genesis was written, it seems that
“likeness” refers to the way that men and women relate to God, and “image” refers to the way
men and women are supposed to represent God in the world he has made. 3
The first man, Adam, is called “the son of God” (Luke 3:38). He was supposed to have a
relationship of love and obedience with God, representing him on the Earth. But Adam and Eve,
the first woman, disobeyed God. Instead of trusting God’s words, they trusted the words of the
serpent, who is later identified as Satan (see Gen. 3:1-6; Rev. 12:9). Because of their sin, Adam
and Eve had to leave God’s presence. From that time on, every human being has been born
without a proper relationship to God. We are not born as his children.
But God promised Adam and Eve that one of their offspring would defeat Satan (Gen.
3:15). There’s hope for a perfect human being who would represent God on earth the way Adam
and Eve failed to do. Throughout the Old Testament, there are a number of potential heroes who
seem to be that promised offspring. We encounter people like Noah, Abraham, Moses, David,
Solomon, and others. These men had their strengths and they accomplished great things. But
each one of them failed to obey God. Sometimes, they sinned in terrible ways. In the words of
Gaffigan: “Breaking: Humans continue streak of horribleness.” Would anyone succeed where
Adam, Noah, and Israel failed?
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Finally, we come to Jesus. When Mary, Jesus’ mother, heard that she would have a son,
she was told that her child would be holy and would be called the Son of God (Luke 1:35).
Perhaps Jesus would be the one who would never fail the way the rest of us do.
The Scripture passage that was just read, Matthew 4:-11, tells us about how Jesus was
tempted by Satan. But before we look at that passage more carefully, we should look at what
happens before that. Prior to his temptation, Jesus is baptized. We read this in Matthew 3:13-17:
13

Then Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. 14 But
John tried to deter him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to
me?”
15
Jesus replied, “Let it be so now; it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all
righteousness.” Then John consented.
16
As soon as Jesus was baptized, he went up out of the water. At that moment
heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and
lighting on him. 17 And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, whom I love;
with him I am well pleased.”
John the Baptist was Jesus’ cousin and a prophet. His job was to announce the coming of Jesus,
to prepare people for the coming of the kingdom of God. The baptism he offered was a baptism
of repentance. Baptism represents a cleansing of sin. The people need to repent of their sins, or
turn away from them and forsake them.
When Jesus comes to John to be baptized, John is confused. He says, “I need to be
baptized by you.” It seems that John doesn’t think Jesus needs to be baptized. John thinks that
Jesus should be baptizing him. Why does John react this way? Apparently John realizes two
things: that he is sinful and that Jesus is not. Jesus doesn’t need to repent, but John, like all other
people, needs to repent. Still, Jesus insists on getting baptized. Why? “To fulfill all
righteousness.” Righteousness is right moral character. Someone who is righteous acts rightly.
But it also refers to a right standing with God. Someone who is righteous is “in the right” in
God’s eyes. So what does Jesus mean?
Isaiah 53 is an Old Testament passage that prophesies about a coming “suffering servant”
who will die for the sins of his people. Isaiah 53:11 says, “by his knowledge my righteous
servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities.” The English Standard Version says
that this servant will “make many to be accounted righteous.” Jesus seems to indicate that he is
this servant. He needs to identify with sinful people. He needs to take their place. And that is
what Jesus does. He comes to live life as a human being. I talked about that last week. And he is
3

what we are not: righteous. He sets an example for sinful people who will follow him. They need
to be baptized.
Since we’re already talking about sin and repentance, I should take a moment to define
sin. Sin is described in various ways in the Bible. Sin is described as “lawlessness” (1 John 3:4).
It is breaking the law of God. This is what some theologians call “actual sin”—it refers to the
wrong things we do. But sin is also a power at work within us. If you read Paul’s letters in the
New Testament, that becomes clear. 4 We have wrong desires and thoughts. These distorted
passions just show up within us. Theologians call this “original sin” or “inherited sin.”
Augustine, an early Christian pastor and theologian, said that the first man, Adam, “was able not
to sin.”5 But now, we’re not able not to sin. Our sinful desires inevitably lead to actual sins.
But the key thing about sin is that it breaks our relationship to God. Here is a description
of sin given by one of my favorite theologians, Don Carson: “Sin is rebellion against God’s very
being, against his explicit word, against his wise and ordered reign.” Sin is not trusting God, not
loving him, not obeying him. Carson then tells us the result of sin in the world: “It results in the
disorder of the creation and in the spiritual and physical death of God’s image bearers. With
perfect justice God could have condemned all sinners, and no one could have justly blamed
him.”6 God could have wiped out the human race right after the first sin, since God is a perfect
judge, and all wrongdoing needs to be punished. But he only gave a partial punishment of sin.
Now, there are natural disasters in the world, life is hard, and we experience things like disease,
decay, and death. But God is gracious. He didn’t give up on his creation.
Instead of giving up on his fallen creation, God starts a new creation. That’s what Jesus
is. He doesn’t have sinful inclinations. He was and is a new type of man.
Notice something important in Matthew 3:16-17. When Jesus comes up out of the water,
the “Spirit of God,” the Holy Spirit, comes upon him like a dove. And then we hear the voice of
God the Father, who declares that his Son is good. I’ll point out briefly that this is one of many
passages that prove the doctrine of the Trinity. God is one being in three Persons. It’s also
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important to see the Holy Spirit is active in Jesus’ ministry. I’ll talk more about that in a moment.
But, first, let me ask you something: does this remind us of anything?
At the beginning of the Bible, at creation, God creates everything out of nothing. He does
this through his word: he speaks and things are created. And we are told, in Genesis 1:2, that “the
Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” God, Spirit, Word, and the declaration that the
creation is good (Gen. 1:31). Here, we have the Word of God, Jesus (John 1:1), the Spirit, and
God the Father, who declares his Son to be good. Matthew is showing us that this is a new
creation.7 I said the same thing about Jesus’ miraculous conception. This is a new start. This is a
new creation. God is doing something radically new.
It’s interesting that in Luke’s Gospel, after Jesus’ baptism, Luke gives us a genealogy that
goes in reverse chronological order. It connects Jesus to Adam, who is called “the son of God”
(Luke 3:38). And then Luke gives us an account of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. Luke
wants us to see that Jesus is not only a new creation, but he’s also a new Adam. Jesus is the man
that Adam should have been. He is the true Son, the perfect image of God.
That brings us to the temptation of Jesus, which we find in Matthew 4. Matthew begins
by telling us that Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit. This is important for two reasons: one, Jesus
is guided and empowered by the Holy Spirit. Last week I said that Jesus lived his life
fundamentally or primarily as a man. He didn’t cease being God. He didn’t lose any of his divine
powers. Jesus is one person who has two natures, a divine one and a human one. He chose
willingly to live primarily as a man, to identify with us and to live a righteous life in our place.
Much of Jesus’ strength in his earthly ministry comes from the work of the Holy Spirit. The
second reason this is important is that this is God’s will. Jesus must be tempted by the devil and
he must succeed if we are to be saved.
We also see Jesus in the desert, or the wilderness. This should remind us of Israel’s
wandering in the desert after being rescued out of Egypt by God.8 They spent forty years in the
wilderness before entering into the Promised Land. (By the way, they did that by crossing
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through the Jordan River. Jesus is baptized in the Jordan River and then goes into the
wilderness.) Jesus, we are told, was fasting in the wilderness for forty days and forty nights.
(And this reminds us of Noah, who endured forty days and forty nights of rain during the Flood;
Gen. 7:4, 12, 17.9) This is apparently as long as a human can possibly fast.10 And Satan, the
devil, the tempter, comes to tempt Jesus.
I could say a lot about Satan, but I don’t have the time right now. The Bible tells us that
reality is supernatural. There are realities beyond what we can see. There is God, and there is
Satan. The two aren’t equal powers. God is the Creator and Satan is a created being. But they are
opposite. Satan is apparently a fallen, evil angel who does everything he can to disrupt God’s
plans. Satan knows that Jesus is special, and he tries to stop Jesus’ mission. It is no wonder that
during Jesus’ ministry, there is a heightened presence of demons, Satan’s minions.
Satan attempts to trip up Jesus, to get him to disobey God the Father. So he tempts Jesus.
A quick word about temptation. We are tempted by our evil desires. But God isn’t tempted by
evil. That’s what James 1:13-15 says:
When tempted, no one should say, “God is tempting me.” For God cannot be
tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; 14 but each one is tempted when, by
his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed. 15 Then, after desire has
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death.
13

The Bible also states clearly that Jesus is God. He has a divine nature, and when he became man,
he added a human nature. Jesus, as the God-man, cannot be tempted by evil. But Satan tries to
tempt him by appealing to his status as the Son of God.
First, Satan says, “If you are the Son of God . . .” He plants a seed of doubt in Jesus’
mind. That’s what Satan did when he spoke to Eve. He asked, “Did God really say . . . ?” (Gen.
3:2). Now, Jesus, in his divine nature, is omniscient. He knows everything. But, as strange as it
may seem, Jesus in his human nature doesn’t seem to know everything. And since Jesus is living
primarily as a human, he seems to set aside his omniscience. That’s why we can read, later in
Matthew, that Jesus doesn’t know the time of his return to Earth, to judge everyone who has ever
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lived (Matt. 24:36). As strange as it seems, perhaps in his human nature, it was possible for Jesus
to have some doubt about his relationship with the Father. 11
Jesus wasn’t tempted by anything bad within himself. It’s no sin to eat when you’re
hungry. But Jesus would have been using his supernatural powers to serve his own will, not the
Father’s, and he would have been doubting his Father’s love and provision for him, the way the
Israelites doubted God in the wilderness. Jesus said, in John 6:38, “I have come down from
heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.” His mission was to fulfill his
Father’s will, not his own. So he answers Satan with Scripture, quoting a passage from Israel’s
wilderness wanderings. He uses Deuteronomy 8:3. He says, “It is written: ‘Man does not live on
bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” The Scriptures, God’s
Word, were his food. Additionally, in John 4:34, Jesus says, “My food is to do the will of him
who sent me and to finish his work.”
Satan tries to tempt Jesus again with the same phrase: “If you are the Son of God . . .”
This time, he wants Jesus to test God the Father by throwing himself of the temple in Jerusalem.
The highest point of the temple was been 180 feet high.12 Satan even throws in some Scripture
himself, quoting Psalm 91:11-12. Satan probably has better head knowledge about God than we
do. According to John Piper, “Indeed the devil thinks more true thoughts about God in one day
than a saint does in a lifetime, and God is not honored by it. The problem with the devil is not his
theology, but his desires.”13 And false teachers today often use the Bible to support their claims.
The problem is they don’t use the Bible in its full context. There’s an old saying: “a text without
a context becomes a pretext for a prooftext.”14 If you take a verse out of its proper context, you
can make it say almost anything you want. That’s why reading all of the Bible is so important.
Once again, Jesus uses Scripture to ward off Satan. Again, he quotes from Deuteronomy,
this time 6:16. He knows better than to put God to the test.
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The final temptation in this passage has Satan showing Jesus all the kingdoms of this
world. Perhaps this reminds us of Moses’s view of the Promised Land before he died (Deut.
34:1-4). How Satan shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, we don’t know. But Satan has
supernatural powers, and perhaps he showed Jesus an image of the kingdoms of the world. At
any rate, Satan is appealing to Jesus’ true status as the King of kings. Satan says that he can give
Jesus the world on one condition: that Jesus worship him. Now, I don’t think Satan has the
power to offer Jesus the world. I believe he was lying, just as he lied to Eve in the garden of
Eden. He is the father of lies, after all (John 8:44). 15
Regardless, Jesus, as the true Son of God, cannot worship the devil and he knew that
being king over all nations, in the way Satan offered, was not his mission. Jesus did not come to
be a political ruler. He didn’t come to overthrow the Roman Empire. He didn’t come to establish
a political party. He came to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many (Matt. 20:28). So he
says, “Away from me, Satan!” And then he quotes Deuteronomy 6:13: “Worship the Lord your
God, and serve him only.” With that, Satan flees.
What’s interesting is that angels then come to minister to Jesus. Jesus refused to throw
himself off the temple so angels would rescue him. But it would seem that the Father sent angels
to take care of Jesus in his weakened state. This shows that Jesus truly is loved by the Father. It
also shows that he was operating in his human nature, leaning on God and his angels to sustain
him. Jesus, the true Adam, the true Son of God, and even the true Israel, succeeded where they
failed. He trusted God. He was empowered by the Holy Spirit. And he used God’s Word.
But Satan wasn’t done with Jesus. When I read this account of Jesus’ temptation, I’m
reminded of three other accounts in Matthew’s Gospel where Satan seems to try to steer Jesus
away from his mission. Right after Peter makes his famous confession that Jesus is “the Christ,
the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16), Jesus tells the disciples for the first time that he will
die. We read this in Matthew 16:21-23:
21

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to
Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and
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teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to
life.
22
Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This
shall never happen to you!”
23
Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling
block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”
When Jesus says, “Get behind me, Satan!” I believe he means it. Now, Peter isn’t actually Satan,
and he wasn’t possessed by the devil, but his thinking was influenced by Satan. He was believing
a lie. He thought that the Messiah couldn’t die. He didn’t realize the Messiah was also the
suffering servant of Isaiah 53. He didn’t realize that Jesus didn’t come in power, but in humility
and weakness, to die for our sins. Jesus could not be tempted to forgo his mission to die as a
ransom.
Last week, I talked about how Jesus was tempted in the garden of Gethsemane (Matt.
26:36-46). I won’t repeat all that I said last week, but the temptation again was not due to an evil
desire within Jesus. The issue was that Jesus had always had unbroken fellowship with the
Father. Now, as the time of the crucifixion came, Jesus knew that that unbroken fellowship
would be strained. Jesus would face the wrath of God poured out against sin. So the temptation
was not towards something bad within Jesus, but something good—a desire to feel the Father’s
love. Yet Jesus obeyed, even under duress. And he got through the temptation by praying.
I’m also reminded by this scene, in Matthew 27:38-40, when Jesus is on the cross:
38

Two robbers were crucified with him, one on his right and one on his left. 39
Those who passed by hurled insults at him, shaking their heads 40 and saying,
“You who are going to destroy the temple and build it in three days, save
yourself! Come down from the cross, if you are the Son of God!”
Notice that same phrase we saw earlier: “If you are the Son of God.” Again, the temptation
played on Jesus’ status as Son. He might have been tempted to have some assurance that he
indeed was the Son. Why should the Son of God die if he never committed a sin? If he was truly
the Son, couldn’t he show off his divine power and vindicate himself? Why didn’t the Father
send more angels to rescue him?
The reason that Jesus obeyed was because he knew his Father’s will. Of course, the
Father’s will is Jesus’ will. Jesus is God, and the three Persons of God—Father, Son, Spirit—
have the same will, the same plans, the same desires. But Jesus was tempted as a man, and he
had a human will that was tempted. But he never sinned.
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We should notice that Jesus did not use his divine powers to fight temptation. He never
says, “Hey, I’m God, so I can’t sin.” Perhaps, in his human nature, Jesus didn’t know it wasn’t
possible for him to sin. Perhaps he wasn’t sure that his victory over temptation was a sure thing.
That’s where the drama of the story is. Jesus couldn’t sin because he’s God. But he didn’t fight
sin with his divine nature. He used resources that are available to us: the Holy Spirit, the Word of
God, and prayer. He fought temptation as a man, and he won, but the victory wasn’t easy.
We don’t have time to go through every passage in the Gospels to show that Jesus never
sinned. But in John 8, in the middle of conflict with the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem, Jesus asks,
“Can any of you prove me guilty of sin?” (John 8:46). They cannot. Instead, they try to slander
him by claiming he wasn’t truly Jewish, or that he was demon possessed (John 8:48). They
thought Jesus was lying by laying claim to the title Son of God. They thought he was committing
blasphemy. But the New Testament tells us otherwise. Jesus never lied. He never stole. He never
lusted. He never coveted. He never committed adultery (physically or spiritually). He wasn’t
selfish, lazy, or gluttonous. By any biblical measure, he was without sin.
Many statements in the Bible make that clear. Consider some of them:
Hebrews 4:15: “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize
with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as
we are—yet was without sin.”
Hebrews 7:26: “Such a high priest meets our need—one who is holy, blameless,
pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens.”
1 Peter 2:22: “He committed no sin,
and no deceit was found in his mouth.” (This is a quote of Isaiah 53:9.)
1 John 3:5: “But you know that he appeared so that he might take away our sins.
And in him is no sin.”
2 Corinthians 5:21: “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him
we might become the righteousness of God.”
That last verse is very important. If Jesus wasn’t sinless, we could not be credited with his
perfect righteousness. We could not be regarded as sinless in God’s eyes. We need Jesus to take
our sin on the cross, so it’s punished by God. And we need Jesus’ righteous standing with God to
be credited to us if we are going to enter into a right relationship with God. We are all born
outside of a relationship with God. No one starts out a child of God. We are all considered as
10

Adam. We are all born “east of Eden.” But we can become children of God if we are united to
the true Son of God, the true image of God, the perfectly obedient one.16
So, how does this affect us? If you are here today and you have put your trust in Jesus,
take a moment to thank him for being perfectly obedient. Realize that he did what you couldn’t
do, and it cost him dearly. This should inspire our worship of Jesus.
If you are not truly a Christian, if you’ve been faking it, if you come to church only
because it’s a duty, now is the time to put your trust in Jesus. Tell the Father that you realize you
have sinned against him, and that you know he would be right to condemn you. Tell him you
know your moral failings, you know you don’t deserve a relationship with him. But then tell him
you believe that he sent his Son to live a righteous life and to die an atoning death on the cross.
Pray that the Father would give you the Holy Spirit to make you a new creation.
If you are a Christian, you should also start to make greater use of the means that Jesus
used to fight against sin. Are you relying on the Holy Spirit? Do you ask God for more help from
the Spirit? Are you reading God’s Word? Jesus said that mean lives on “every word that comes
from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). Do you know every word of the Bible? Have read through
the whole thing? If not, start. If you don’t know how to make sense of the Bible, come talk to me
and I’ll help you. Tonight, at our evening worship, I’ll talk about how to study the Bible.17 Jesus
prayed in order to fight against temptation. Are you praying that God would lead you not into
temptation but deliver you from Satan (Matt. 6:13)? If you’re not spending much time in prayer,
come join us on Wednesday nights at 7 p.m. for our prayer meetings. You can learn more about
how to pray and you’ll find that praying with others is a good discipline.
Earlier, I said that Adam and Eve were able not to sin. But now, humans are born not able
not to sin. Apparently Augustine also said that Christians are able not to sin, because we have the
resources Jesus used. One day, in the new creation, we will not be able to sin. 18 We would do
well to remember the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 10:13: “No temptation has seized you
except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what
Gerald Bray, God Is Love: A Biblical and Systematic Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 578: “What
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you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up
under it.”
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