
Rotation.org Writing Team

JESUS’ TEMPTATION 

BIBLE BACKGROUND 
 
 
Bible Story: Matthew 4:1-11, Mark 1:12-13, Luke 4:1-13

Key/Memory Verses (NRSV)

“It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the 
mouth of God.’” (Matthew 4:4)

“Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” (Matthew 4:7)

“It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” (Matthew 4:10b)

For younger students:

“Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” (Matthew 4:10b) or “Worship God 
and serve only him.” Matthew 4:10 (paraphrased)

Objectives

After completing this Rotation, participants will be able to:

• State that the story is in the New Testament, in the Gospels. Older students: Locate 
the story in the Bible.

•
• Recognize that the various Gospel storytellers told this account in different ways.
•
• Describe the story in their own words, recalling the three temptations of Jesus.
•
• Discover that Jesus quoted Scripture in response to his temptations. Discuss using 

Scripture to help us to face life’s challenges.
•
• Explore what this story teaches us about Jesus:

 



o That fasting and prayer for 40 days in the wilderness deepened his understanding of his 
ministry and mission.

o That Jesus was human, he experienced all the human cravings and physical needs 
which all humans’ experience. Because Jesus was tempted, he understands what we are 
faced with from day to day.

o That people expected Jesus to be a different type of Messiah; the temptations Jesus 
faced were to prepare Jesus to be that different Messiah – a Messiah who exhibited 
power.

o That Jesus did not use the power he had been given for personal gain, or to impress 
others with who he was.

PART ONE (Stacy Tate)

I understand this text as an interpretive piece, a story used to interpret Scripture/history 
theologically. Hare writes, "The story is less involved with the vanquishing of Satan ["the 
tempting one"], than with the meaning of Jesus' divine Sonship. It is, in effect, a 
theological meditation on the baptismal narrative, addressing the question: What is 
implied in the heavenly declaration, "This is my Son, the Beloved in whom I am well 
pleased?" We can see this connection in the first two temptations beginning with "Since 
you are the Son of God."

The focus of this Scripture passage is on God's intention rather than Satan's; the testing of 
God's Son parallels the testing of Israel in their 40 year wandering. Imagine the people 
who would have been listening to this story, mostly Jewish, and the need to make the 
connection to their tradition and Jesus' faithfulness, obedience and relation to God 
through the telling of this story.

The first temptation relates to Jesus' hunger. The loaves of bread recall Israel's miraculous 
feeding ... a mountaintop high. Notice the difference of faithfulness between Israel's 
response and Jesus' response. Brown writes, "Jesus insisted that there are better things to 
do than worry about how much we gather for ourselves."

The second temptation shows Jesus acting differently than Israel. Jesus refused to 
demonstrate God's presence with him by leaping from the temple whereas Israel put God 
to the test. Jesus would not "prove" that God with him by "showing off" his powers; 
instead he honored God, which means excluding every kind of manipulation of God, 



including putting God to the test. He did later take "a leap into the abyss" by going to the 
cross, convinced that it was God's will to do so (Matthew 26; 39, 53).

The third temptation concerns idolatry and/or the temptation to be king of the world -- to 
have power. Idolatry was probably more clear to Matthew's first readers than it is for us 
because Jews viewed the Greco-Roman gods as demons (1 Corinthians 10:20) and 
idolatry would have been tempting for many Jews who may have wanted to participate in 
the privileges of the establishment.

The difficulty with this passage is that it is hard to relate to our own reality. We don't hold 
conversations with a visible "devil"; we're not whisked from one place to another and we 
don't face the same temptations that Jesus did in that time. Yet, the basic temptation 
throughout all of this is our temptation to treat God as less than God. We too are tempted 
to not trust God's ability and readiness to empower us to face whatever faces us -- the 
compromises of our world. Jesus referred to the words of Deuteronomy, "You shall 
worship the Lord your God and serve only [God]" in Matthew 4:10b.

Notes of interest:

40 days and nights are like Moses and Elijah (Exodus 24:18; 34:28 and Deuteronomy 9: 
9; 1 Kings)

Loaves of bread recall Israel's miraculous feeding (Exodus 16)

Jesus quotes Deuteronomy 8:3 while Devil quotes Psalm 91:11-12 (Devil quotes it/Jesus 
fleshes it out)

Verse 4.7 is quote from Deuteronomy 6:16 (note Jesus is different than Israel and doesn't 
test God)

Verse 4.11 -- Like Elijah Jesus is fed by angels (God sends care).

Hare, Douglas R.A. “Matthew.” The Interpretation Series. Louisville, KY: John Knox 
Press, 1993.

Brown, Carolyn C. Forbid Them Not. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press,1992. 63.



PART 2 (Stacy Tate)

Matthew 4:1-11

The Temptation or Testing of Christ
Primarily using Douglas Hare’s Interpretation Series for “Matthew” as a resource. 
Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1993. 22-26.

Matthew 4:1-11 finds its parallels in Mark 1:12-13 and Luke 4:1-13. This has already 
been discussed as the group chose to use the Matthew story so I won’t do too much with 
that. I will note that Harper Collins NRSV Study Bible 1993 notes that the Gospel of 
Matthew resonates with ancient Hellenistic bibliography writing that lauds miracle 
working heroes. The Gospel also stresses Jesus’ major opponents as the Pharisees (4:11, 
34; 12:2; 27:62). Matthew emphasizes “righteousness” that exceeds that of the Pharisees. 
The church at that time seemed to be a mixture of good and bad (13: 24-30, 47-50; 
22:1-4) and also recognizes the “false prophets” and Christians who wanted freedom 
from the law altogether (7:15-23).

The Study Bible indicates that Matthew tends to follow “the geographical outline of 
Mark from Galilee to Jerusalem” diverging with the birth story at the beginning and Holy 
Week/Easter at the end. Harper Collins says, “This Gospel contains a sharp anti-
Phariasaism, moral stringency, and apocalyptic severity. Yet it has a marvelous vision of 
Jesus as the compassionate, healing Messiah/Song of David, the royal Son of God, and 
the apocalyptic Son of Man, who is claimed as the fulfillment of the Torah and the 
prophets (5:17-20) and who calls his followers to spread the good news of the kingdom 
of heaven to the whole world (28:16-20) [Dennis C. Duling. Harper Collins NRSV Study 
Bible].

The story has 2 critical connecting links to:

1. The baptismal narrative (which the first 2 temptations begin with referencing “Since 
you are the Son of God.”

2. The Spirit (the same one that descended on Jesus at his baptism now leads him to the 
wilderness experience).

Matthew expands Mark in our story with three temptations from source Q. It is also noted 
in both resources I used that the quotations from Deuteronomy suggest the testing of 
Israel in the wilderness. This appears, according to Hare to be a passage not intended as a 
historical narrative in the literal sense but rather to “convey objective, biographical data” 



similar to the rabbinical stories. “It is a fanciful story whose purpose is to interpret 
Scripture.”

Like Job 1-2 the devil (Satan) is also called “the tempter” and “the evil one” (4:3,10). 
Matthew uses the infinitive of purpose (rather than Luke’s simple participle of “being 
tempted by the devil). The infinite is usually translated “to be tempted” and is probably 
correct since the Greek verb is Peirazein and Satan is often the means of the participle as 
“the tempting one” (tempter). Sometimes the same Greek words means “to test” and is 
used this way in our passage (4:7) “You are not to put the Lord your God to the test” (we 
see this also in 1Corinthians 10: 9; Hebrews 11:17). In our passage the verb has both 
meanings. Hare says, “God, through the Spirit, intends to test Jesus; Satan, God’s indirect 
agent, seeks to tempt the Messiah designate. A similarly ambiguous use of the verb 
occurs in Revelation 2:10).

Hare suggests the passage should be treated as a story about the testing of God’s son 
because God’s intention takes priority over Satan’s. This idea is similar to:

• God’s testing of Abraham in Genesis 22:1. This story portrays Jesus as both Abraham 
and Isaac -- laying his life on the altar.

• God’s testing of Israel in the wilderness (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 8:3; 6:16,13).

• The forty days and forty nights of Moses’ fast and Israel’s forty year wandering in the 
wilderness.

The three temptations found in Matthew’s order follow the order of the three tests that 
Israel faced. Whereas that “son” of God failed each test, Jesus did not and exemplifies 
faithfulness and his worthiness to be called the “Son of God.”

Now for the temptations:

The first temptation

The first temptation departs from Jesus’ hunger which is reminiscent of Israel’s hunger 
before God’s gift of bread from heaven in Exodus 16:1-4.

The contrast is that Israel did not trust/Jesus did and drew strength to resist the temptation 
from God’s word found in Deuteronomy 8:3.

The second temptation



The second temptation begins the same way as the first temptation and similarly is to be 
understood in light of Jesus’ response quoting Deuteronomy 6:16 referring to the 
situation described in Exodus 17:1-7 when the Israelites put God to the test with their 
question wondering if God was in their midst -- re-interpreting it in light of the current 
context.

The contrast is that Jesus refuses to prove that God is with him, thereby honoring God by 
excluding the manipulation of God.

Devil responds using Scripture from Psalm 91:11-12 without reinterpreting it in light of 
the entire gospel message.

The third temptation

The third temptation is concerned with idolatry as seen in Jesus’ response from 
Deuteronomy 6:13-14.

The contrast is that Jesus does not test God, like Israel did.

This connection to idolatry was probably clearer to the early hearers of the Word than to 
us because as Hare says:

“The gods of the Greco-Roman pantheon were regarded by Jesus as demons (I 
Corinthians 10:20 and hence as Satan’s minions.

Idolatry was a genuine temptation for many Jews who wished to participate fully in the 
politics and economics of the Greco-Roman establishment.” The example Hare gives of 
this is of a case that would have been well known to Jews of the day of Philo’s nephew, 
Tiberius Alexander who was apostatized from Judaism to enter Roman service. Jewish 
hearers of this story would understood the compromises that public office presented to 
even the best intentioned.

Therefore, the questions would be what kind of king would Jesus be? It is clear in this 
story that Jesus would serve only God.

The basic underlying temptation for Jesus, as well as for us, is to “treat God as less than 
God” (Hare, 26).

Other points of interest in this passage are found in verses:



4:8 where the writer of Matthew first begins his “mountain” references. For Matthew the 
mountain is a sacred, revelatory place recalling Moses.

4:9 is a reference for “worship.”

4:10 Jesus quotes Deuteronomy once again (6:13)

4:11 parallels the Elijah story (1 Kings 19:5-8)

PART 3 (Carol Hulbert)

A little bit of detail…

I would like to reiterate that this is not a story for teaching what to do when we are 
tempted. I had previously seen it as such but now that I have studied it, I see that it is 
more a story about Jesus -- about who he was. He was human and he was a Messiah. This 
is a story about what type of Messiah Jesus would be. It is important for us today to 
understand what type of Messiah Jesus was, to prevent us from otherwise attempting to 
categorize Jesus into something that he is not. It is important for us to understand the 
choices Jesus faced.

Jesus in becoming human, had to become “poor.” Satan is trying to make Jesus be strong 
again; to hang onto his divinity. He entices Jesus to accept strength, security, and spiritual 
abundance -- for these things will obstruct God’s approach to saving man (Metz, 15). The 
three temptations all ask Jesus to give up his humanness.

Before looking at our story it helps to realize that in a way, Jesus was tempted before our 
story starts. Look at the story of Jesus’ baptism. John was confused as to why Jesus 
would need to be baptized; Jesus had no sin. When John said, “I need to be baptized by 
you” John was in essence offering to change roles. Jesus rejected that temptation. He was 
not willing to step into a ready-made role of leadership. We can already see that being 
number one was not Jesus’ goal.

Move to Jesus’ first temptation in our story: to turn stones into bread. This lure was more 
than just to satisfy Jesus’ hunger; it was asking Jesus to provide for everyone’s needs! 
Picture how things could have been if Jesus had given in: Ah, come on Jesus. You 
performed that little miracle that changed those rocks into rolls. How come you won’t 
cure my disease?



This temptation was asking Jesus “to become a Messiah-Provider” (Patterson, 24). Why 
shouldn’t Jesus do this? Being the supplier of everyone’s needs would surely make Jesus 
popular. Jesus was making a choice -- to obey God’s will rather than succumb to the 
temptation to pursue an easier path. Would being in the role of all-provider allow Jesus to 
fulfill his mission? “No,” Jesus said, look to God’s word for guidance. Don’t depend on 
miracles, depend on God.

“Jesus’ no to Satan is yes to our poverty” (Metz, 17). That reminds me of the first 
Beatitude that Jesus would teach: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). In this case the word “poor” doesn’t mean monetary poverty. 
Instead it refers to people who recognize how spiritually poor they are without God. 
Blessings come to those who don’t rely on their own skills or possessions; they look with 
dependency to God!

Resources:

Metz, Johannes Baptist. Poverty of Spirit. Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1976.
Patterson, Bob E. Discovering Matthew. New York: Guidepost Books, 1985.

Questions set for the first temptation

What was Jesus’ first temptation? (“If you are the Son of God, command these stones to 
become loaves of bread.&rdquo �

What do the loaves of bread represent? (Human hunger)

Why was this a temptation for Jesus? (Because he hadn’t eaten for 40 days, he was 
hungry)

How could Jesus turn stones into bread? (By performing a miracle)

Why do you suppose that Jesus didn’t want to perform such a miracle? (Because he 
didn’t want to use his power to solve a very difficult and human problem -- hunger)

Human hunger is a real problem; there are lots of people who go to bed hungry everyday. 
Why do you suppose Jesus felt it wasn’t necessary to solve human hunger? (All sorts of 
answers are possible -- what we are trying to point out: Jesus was showing that he himself 
was human. Jesus was showing that he wouldn’t be a Messiah who would fix everyone’s 
problems)



How did Jesus respond to this first temptation? (“It is written, "One does not live by 
bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’&rdquo �

What was Jesus reminding us? (That people ought to remember that they need God’s 
word in their lives)

What other needs might Jesus have been tempted to solve? (Lots of answers – maybe he 
was cold, or tired, or dirty or bored)

And a comment from Neil MacQueen:

My training and tradition leads me to RESIST WWJD-ing every story about Jesus. IE 
Resist turning every Jesus story into a lesson about ME. Not every story about Jesus is 
supposed to mean "Jesus was like THIS, so we should be too." WWJD is such a strong 
impulse, and there's nothing wrong with it -- in it's correct time and place.

The Temptation in the Wilderness is primarily a passage about Christology. Who is Jesus. 
What type of Messiah will he be. How do we know that? The specific temptations make 
this immensely clear.

Yes, I want to teach my kids about temptation. But not at the expense of a famous story 
that has a more PRIMARY and equally important meaning -- Who is Jesus. It would be 
like teaching the crucifixion as a story about "hanging in there" when the going gets 
tough, etc. The primary point isn't "we should all die like Jesus." It's about WHO and 
WHAT Jesus was doing for us that we can't do.

We can draw some nice conclusions about temptation --use scripture to fight temptation. 
But IMHO that's not the primary reason this story is being told. By WWJD-ing it, turning 
it into a story about resisting temptation in our lives, we miss the point of the author.

There are some terrific "temptation verses" elsewhere in the Bible where we are given far 
more specific information about "WHAT" and "HOW" to resist temptation. If we want to 
teach "temptation" those might be more fruitful.

I don't expect any of you to suddenly agree with me. But I do think it is important to 
express this opinion about how to handle stories.
 


