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Luke 4.1-13  

The Temptation of Jesus the Messiah 

 

Struggle.  Testing.  All great stories include it, whether fiction or non-fiction.  

Everyone who achieves great things goes through some form of struggle or 

testing at some point or another.  

 

And so, it’s really not all that surprising that when Jesus the Son of God 

came onto the public scene to begin his ministry, the very first thing he did was go 

through a period of struggle and testing.   

 

But his testing was entirely unique.  Because he was the Mediator of the 

covenant of grace that God made with his people.  And so he carried the fate of 

the whole human race on his shoulders. 

 

1. The Context of the Temptation (verses 1-2) 

Now, last week we looked at Jesus’ baptism and genealogy in 3.21-38.  And 

there we saw that Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan when all the people 

were baptized.  And so he identified with sinners in his baptism.  And Luke further 

established his solidary with all humanity in his genealogy. 

 

And we also saw that Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit for his 

messianic work.  The Father himself just said from heaven that Jesus is his 

beloved Son.  And in the very last verse of chapter 3, Luke’s genealogy ended with 

the words, “the Son of Adam, the Son of God.”   

 

And so Luke frames Jesus’ ministry against the backdrop of Adam in the 

Garden of Eden.  Because right after calling Jesus Son of Adam, the narrative 

resumes with Jesus going into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil, just as 

the first Adam was tempted by Satan and failed. 

 

So, Jesus here in Luke 4 enters into a clash of cosmic proportions as the 

representative man.  As he’s led by the Spirit in the wilderness to encounter that 

Great Deceiver of the human race who first tempted Adam and Eve in Eden.   

 

And Luke tells us in verse 2 Jesus has been fasting at this point for 40 days.  

Now, that’s a number with great significance, especially when it’s combined with 

temptations in the wilderness.  Because, remember the wilderness wanderings of 



2 

 

Israel?  They were in the wilderness 40 years before they entered the Land of 

Canaan.   

 

So, on top of being the representative man and the second Adam, we see 

hints here of his connection with the history of Israel.  Now, keep that in mind, 

because it’ll be important later on.  

 

And notice in verse 2 that Satan was tempting Jesus the whole 40 days.  So 

it’s not as though he had peace for 40 days and then he’s just tested here at the 

very end.  No.  He’s been tested the whole time.  But it’s here at the end that the 

devil puts forth his hardest effort.   

 

And so, as you’d expect, Luke tells us that “when the days were ended, he 

was hungry.”  Now, think about that in light of Adam in the Garden and Israel in 

the wilderness.   

 

In the Garden of Eden, Adam had everything he could want or need.  He 

could eat anything, except that one tree in the middle of the garden.  He never 

went hungry.  Everything was his.  But he gave in to temptation anyway. 

 

And then there’s Israel in the wilderness.  For 40 years the Lord continually 

provided for them.  He led them by the cloud and the fire.  And he sent them 

manna from heaven, quail, and water from the rock.  But they still grumbled and 

complained.  

 

Psalm 78.14-31 gives us a vivid picture of what happened with Israel in the 

wilderness….  

*Such was the case with Israel in the wilderness.  They had everything, and 

yet rebelled.  But Jesus ate nothing at all for 40 days!  And there’s no hint of any 

complaining.  The devil was tempting him the whole time but got nowhere.   

 

2. The Content of the Temptation (Verses 3-12) 

And so in verse 3, as Jesus is hungry, Satan comes to Jesus questioning the 

validity of God’s word.  The Father just declared Jesus to be his beloved Son.  And 

Jesus has resisted temptation 40 days.   
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So now the devil comes to him and says, “Ok Jesus, if you’re so great… if 

you’re really God’s Son… Then Prove it! …   I know you’re hungry. So turn this rock 

into bread.  There can’t be any harm in that, can there?” 

 

Imagine the hubris!  And how similar it is to how the Serpent approached 

Eve in the Garden: “Did God really say?”  He’s the Father of lies.  And he always 

calls God’s word into question. 

 

And the Pharisees do same thing later on, don’t they?  They demanded a 

sign to prove Jesus was who he said he was.  There’s a clear example of this in 

Mark 8.11-12:  

The Pharisees came and began to argue with him, seeking from him a sign 

from heaven to test him. And he sighed deeply in his spirit and said, "Why 

does this generation seek a sign? Truly, I say to you, no sign will be given to 

this generation.  

 

But Jesus did perform signs, right?  Well, sure he did.  He performed a host 

of miracles out in the open for everyone to see—healing lepers, opening the eyes 

of the blind, raising the dead.  But the Pharisees wanted a sign on demand.  You 

see, they wanted to determine how and when and where Jesus should prove 

himself.   

 

But the point’s that Jesus wasn’t about to perform any sign just to appease 

the demands of Satan or men.  It was for him and his Father to determine when 

and where and how and for whom he’d perform signs, not anyone else. 

 

And not much has changed, has it?  I mean, think about people in our day.  

How often do you hear people say things like, “If God would just show himself to 

me, or give me some kind of sign, then I’d believe!”  That’s arrogance.  It’s 

basically like saying—“God needs to do and act like I say he should or else he’s not 

worthy of my worship!” 

 

And really, even if God were to pander to the whims of people and do what 

they say he needs to do to prove himself, then would he really be God?  Would he 

really be worthy of worship?   
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I mean, why would the infinite, all-powerful, self-sufficient, sovereign 

Creator and Sustainer of all things let his creatures set the terms of what he 

should and shouldn’t do and bend himself to their will? 

 

And how often do even Christians do that?  “Oh, if only he’d just give me 

some sort of sign!”  “If only he’d give me this house, or that job,” or whatever it 

might be….  Don’t fall into that trap!  If you do you’re at least coming close to the 

very hubris of God’s enemies.   

 

So, the first temptation Satan brings to Jesus is about food.  Interesting… 

just like he did with Eve and Adam in the Garden.  And the very thing that led 

Israel so often to grumble in the wilderness.   

 

But the temptation for Jesus wasn’t just about getting him to make bread.  

It was really about getting him to use his power for selfish purposes.  See, it’s not 

bad to be hungry and to want something to eat.  And it wouldn’t be sinful per se 

for Jesus to turn rocks into bread. 

 

But remember, Jesus came as a servant, to humble himself.  And part of his 

humiliation was that he used his power in service to others—not for self-

gratification.  And so, if he were to turn rocks into bread just to feed himself at 

the devil’s demand, he’d fail his mission in at least 2 ways.  

 

 First, he’d be using his power for selfish ends.  And second, he’d effectively 

become subservient to Satan.  And just as a matter of principle Jesus would not 

and could not let anyone else determine when and where and for what reason he 

should or shouldn’t exercise his power. 

 

Now, Jesus would, of course, perform miracles to give food to the hungry, 

wouldn’t he?  He fed 5000 people with 5 loaves of bread and 2 fish.  And he also 

fed 4000 people with 7 loaves of bread and few fish. 

 

He even turned water into wine at a wedding just so people could have a 

good time!  But each time he did those things, it was for other people.  And it was 

in line with his mission as the Suffering Servant.   

 

And how did Jesus respond to Satan’s temptation?  He understood well 

what Adam apparently didn’t.  Physical food’s good.  But it points to the deeper 
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reality that man’s true food is God and his word.  It actually points to Jesus 

himself—the Bread of Life; the Living Word. 

 

And so, in response to Satan’s temptations, Jesus quotes the word of God.  

But he didn’t give just any passages.  But very carefully selected passages, all from 

the book of Deuteronomy.  And the fact that every one of the passages Jesus 

quotes to Satan is from Deuteronomy is really interesting.  Because, What’s the 

context of Deuteronomy?   

 

Well, Deuteronomy is set at the very end of Israel’s 40 years in the 

wilderness.  They were tested all along the way, and they failed many times.  But 

the Lord preserved them.  And in Deuteronomy, they’re about to enter into the 

Promised Land despite their disobedience.  

 

And so, the book of Deuteronomy’s the Second Law.  That’s literally what 

Deuteronomy means.  It’s the reiteration and reframing of the commandments 

and the renewal of the covenant for the generation that crossed the Jordan and 

entered into the Land of Canaan. 

 

So, by responding to Satan specifically from Deuteronomy, Jesus showed 

that he understood that not only is he the Second Adam.  But he’s also the true, 

faithful Israelite—the true Son of Abraham.  The one who’ll inherit all the 

promises made to the patriarchs and deliver God’s people from their enemies. 

 

And the first quotation in verse 4 is from Deuteronomy 8, where Moses 

recounted for people of Israel their experience of wandering through the 

wilderness.  Here’s verses 2-3:  

And you shall remember the whole way that the LORD your God has led you 

these forty years in the wilderness, that he might humble you, testing you to 

know what was in your heart, whether you would keep his commandments 

or not. 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.  

 

You see, Jesus understood that he was entering into the wilderness 

experience of his people.  And his testing at the hand of Satan was a part of that 

experience.   
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But in contrast to Israel, Jesus didn’t grumble or complain.  He showed no 

sign at all of wavering from his devotion to his Father.  He even had the power to 

make food for himself, but didn’t use it!  And he met every attack from the enemy 

with faithful devotion to God’s word.   

 

And then, in the second temptation, Satan once again twisted the word of 

God.  —“If only you’ll bow down and worship me, I’ll give you all the kingdoms of 

the world!” 

 

Now, think about that. Jesus knew the kingdom was rightfully his.  He was 

the heir to David’s throne, the very Son of God, the one who’d inherit all the 

Promises.  His kingdom would stretch to the far reaches of the earth.  

 

And in the account of Jesus’ baptism we heard an echo of Psalm 2.7—“You 

are my Son, today I have begotten you.”  So here in Satan’s words we hear faint 

echoes of the very next verse in Psalm 2: verse8—“Ask of me and I will make the 

nations your heritage, and the ends of the earth your possession.”   

 

That’s the Father’s promise to his Son.  His kingdom will extend over all the 

earth.  And so the devil once again tried to mimic God.  He wanted to test just 

how firmly convinced Jesus was about his identity and mission. 

 

So, he tried to plant a little thought in Jesus’ mind: Could this be the way to 

fulfill his calling?  Could this be a way to get around the cross?  All he has to do is 

bow down and pay homage, and he’ll have all the kingdoms of the world—just 

what he’d been promised all along.   

 

That’d be a whole lot easier than going through years of mocking and 

struggle and ultimately a shameful death, wouldn’t it?  ////  But it’s not the Father 

who’s speaking here.  And Jesus knows that.  However much Satan tried to 

imitate God, there was no fooling Jesus.   

 

And so, Christ responds to this 2
nd

 temptation in verse 8 from Deuteronomy 

6.13, “It is the LORD your God you shall fear. Him you shall serve and by his name 

you shall swear.”   And it’s also worth noting verse 14: “You shall not go after 

other gods, the gods of the peoples who are around you.”   
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You see, for Jesus to do what Satan told him to do would be to fall into the 

very sin his people committed over and over throughout their history—rejecting 

the Lord and going after other gods.  And that’s exactly what Jesus came to 

deliver them from in the first place.  

 

Then the devil sees he’s not getting very far.  So in the last temptation, he 

fights fire with fire.  And he starts quoting Scripture to Jesus in return.   

 

Yet again, he tries to mimic the voice of God.  So, he quotes Psalm 91.11-

12: For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all your ways. 

On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.   

 

But if he really believed that Psalm, he should’ve read one verse further.  If 

he would’ve done that, he’d find something out about himself.  Because verse 13 

of Psalm 91 says "You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and the 

serpent you will trample underfoot." 

 

So, if he wanted to, Jesus could’ve quoted that next verse to the devil and 

made it clear right then that his mission was to trample the Serpent’s head 

underfoot, just as was foretold all the way back in Genesis 3.15. 

 

But instead he continued with the Deuteronomy theme.  And so, in verse 

12 he gives a citation from Deuteronomy 6.16: “You shall not put the LORD your 

God to the test, as you tested him at Massah.”  Another reference to the 

wilderness experience of Israel. 

 

You see, by telling Jesus to throw himself down from the temple to 

demonstrate his status as God’s Son, Satan was basically telling him to test God.  

“If you’re really who you think you are, and if you believe who God says you are, 

then throw yourself down from the temple.  And then let’s see if God will really do 

what he said he’d do for you.”   

 

And by quoting Deuteronomy 6.16, Jesus is basically saying in response, 

“Even if God would deliver me if I threw myself down from the temple, to do that 

in the first place would be sinful presumption.  It’d be to distrust what God already 

said in his word.  I will not do it.” 

 

3. The Conclusion of the Temptation (Verse 13) 
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And so the devil’s now defeated.  And he knows it.  So, Luke tells us, he left 

Jesus until he should find a more opportune time.  But what’s that time?  Well, 

there’s no doubt that Satan was working behind the scenes all the way through 

Jesus’ ministry—inspiring opposition to him. 

 

For instance, remember in Matthew 16 when Peter tells Jesus that he 

wouldn’t be killed.  How did Jesus respond?  "Get behind me, Satan! You are a 

hindrance to me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on 

the things of man."  See, Jesus understood that the devil came to him in the form 

of even his closest friends. 

 

And no doubt Satan was there in the Garden of Gethsemane as Jesus 

prayed in anguish for the cup of suffering to pass from him.  But he defeated him 

again with a word: “Not my will, Father, but yours be done.” 

 

And no doubt the devil was there again during Christ’s arrest and trial and 

mocking, trying to get him to lash out, or complain, or deny who he was.  And 

remember as he was on the cross, how people continually told him he should 

save himself if he really was the Christ.  Luke 23.35-39:  

And the people stood by, watching, but the rulers scoffed at him, saying, 

"He saved others; let him save himself, if he is the Christ of God, his Chosen 

One!" 
36

 The soldiers also mocked him, coming up and offering him sour 

wine 
37

 and saying, "If you are the King of the Jews, save yourself!" 
38

 There 

was also an inscription over him, "This is the King of the Jews." 
39

 One of the 

criminals who were hanged railed at him, saying, "Are you not the Christ? 

Save yourself and us!"  

 

But to the very end, Jesus remained steadfast!  He never gave in once.  And 

so he triumphed over the temptation, and therefore won an everlasting reward 

for himself and his people.  

 

4. Christ’s Temptation and Ours 

Now of course, there’s a sense in which Christ’s temptation was entirely 

unique.  I mean, none of us are representatives of the human race, covenant 

mediators, or heirs to the throne of David.   

 

But remember last week when we talked about Jesus’ identification with 

us?  I tried to make the point that who Jesus is informs who we are.  And so, while 
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there’s certainly dissimilarity in the type of temptation Jesus went through and 

our own, there’s also similarity.  Because we’re in Christ.   

 

And through our union with him we’re also children of God—heirs of the 

eternal kingdom because of Jesus.  And so, when Satan comes to you, he’ll engage 

in the same sorts of things he tried with Jesus.  He’ll do what he can to steer you 

away from God’s word and your true calling.  

 

In chapter 22 of Luke, we see that Jesus understood that Satan already 

started working on his disciples to draw them away from him.  Specifically, 

Peter—“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift 

you like wheat.  But I have prayed for you that your faith may not fail.” 

 

And now, even though he’s been defeated in Jesus’ death and resurrection, 

Satan still does everything he can to tempt God’s people to deny God’s word and 

to live out of line Peter after him with who they really are in Christ—just as he did 

with Jesus himself and. 

 

But Jesus identifies with the hungry and needy and those who’re tempted.  

He was hungry and needy himself.  He was tempted himself.  He underwent 

suffering and pain.   

 

And so, Jesus identifies with all your trials and temptations.  And because 

he prevailed over it all, and because you’re united with him by faith, sin’s 

dominion over you has been broken. 

 

That’s just what Paul says in Romans 6, isn’t it?  “You must consider yourself 

dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.”  And Hebrews 4 makes it clear that 

Christ’s own temptation in history is effective for us as we undergo temptation: 

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. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, 

that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.  

 

But Satan still comes and tries to get us to doubt God’s word, doesn’t he?  

He tells us we’re not alive in Christ, but that we’re still servants of sin.  He tells us 

we need more than what God’s already given us.  We need more than Christ’s 

death and resurrection.  We need more than his word and Spirit.  We need more 
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than water poured out in the Triune name.  We need more than eating and 

drinking bread and wine in remembrance of Christ. 

 

You see, he plants those little seeds of doubt.  Is Christ really alive in you?  

Do you really have his Spirit?  Then why are you so hungry?  Why so thirsty?  

Why’re you still walking in the wilderness? Why don’t you feel better?  Why aren’t 

you happier?  Why don’t you have that job?  Or that house?  Just serve me and I’ll 

give you the happiness you desire.  And where is God, after all?  How come you 

don’t feel his presence?  He’s forsaken you, hasn’t he? 

 

Friends, those are lies right from the pit!  We don’t look to what we have, 

or how we feel, or what we do for assurance or for strength to resist temptation.  

The Bible never tells us to.  And so, when Satan comes to you with those lies, give 

him the word—give him the gospel.   

 

Give him who God already says you are in Christ!  What he’s already done 

to defeat him, and what he promises yet to do!  In other words, look to Jesus 

Christ, crucified and raised and currently seated in the heavenly places, where 

you’re now seated along with him.   

 

That’s how you know that God’s for you and not against you.  That’s how 

you know you’re a beloved child of the Father.  That’s how you know Satan’s a 

defeated liar who only makes empty promises he can’t keep!  And that’s how you 

can resist temptation when it comes. As the author of Hebrews exhorts us, 

Let us lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run 

with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the author 

and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him, endured 

the cross, despising the shame, and is now seated at the right hand of the 

throne of God! 

 


