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Luke 4: 1-13; Hebrews 4:14-16 
 
If you want to pass an interesting afternoon sometime, Google “Temptation 
of Jesus in the Wilderness,” go to the images tab, and enjoy a little art 
history exploration.  There are a lot of artistic depictions from which to 
choose.  Many are like this one by Italian artist Duccio Buoninsegna (Bwan-
in Sayn-yah) from the early 1300’s.  Here, the devil is depicted as a bat-
winged evil angel, bestial in appearance in contrast to the angels at the 
right.  Emaciated, with taloned hands, the devil does not have the 
appearance of a very tempting tempter.  Jesus sternly sends him on his 
way. 
 
A similar depiction is found in this stained-glass image from the Saint 
Germain Cathedral in Paris.  Again, the tempter, the adversary, is 
portrayed as a physical, grotesque sort of mythical meanie, a foul foil to 
Jesus’ haloed holiness.  My Latin is rusty, but the inscription says, “If you 
are the son of God, say to these stones, ‘become bread,’” the words of the 
first temptation. 
 
Some later works of art became increasingly less literal/physical in their 
depiction of the temptation scene, however.  In James Tissot’s 1895 work, 
the Temptations of Jesus, the devil’s presence is more imagined or 
visionary than tangible—here, we see a grotesque depiction of the tempter 
similar to the earlier works:  bat wings, ram’s horns, taloned feet—we’re not 
to be mistaken about who is represented here; but the devil is more of a 
spirit-being, insubstantial and translucent.  You can see the buildings 
through the tempter’s wings.  The scene becomes more of a vision or a 
dream, as if the temptation occurs in Jesus’ mind’s eye, not from his being 
physically transported to the top of the temple. 
 
The next picture is not as fine a piece of art as the others: it is an 
uncredited illustration from some old Sunday School literature.  But again, 
we see a spiritualized depiction of the devil.  If anything, the presence is yet 
more subtle: gone are all aspects of grotesquerie, and the devil is depicted 
only as a non-physical, hooded stranger, transient and translucent, almost 
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a shadow in Jesus’ mind’s eye. As a side note, Jesus, and in particular his 
white robe, look very little worse for the wear after forty days in the 
wilderness. 
 
The last stop on our art tour is Briton Riviere’s 1898 work, Christ in the 
Wilderness, in which the tempter is not depicted at all, just a wearied, 
burdened Jesus slumped on a rock in the wilderness.  Here the temptation 
is an internal struggle that takes place within Jesus himself, as he wrestles 
with his identity, his calling, and what it means to be the Son of God.  That 
the temptation is internal doesn’t make it any less.  Of all the paintings we 
have seen, this one feels the most human, as if Jesus is not defying 
temptation but overcoming it with suffering and endurance. 
 
Now, I only chose a sample set of five artistic renderings from among 
dozens of options—but the others all seem to fall into the spectrum of these 
depictions:  First, the temptation of Jesus as an actual/factual physical 
struggle between Jesus and an embodied evil.  In this interpretation, the 
temptations are literal as well—Jesus would be bodily transported to a high 
mountaintop and shown the kingdoms of the known world, and also 
physically taken to the roof of the temple to look dizzyingly downward at the 
paving stones below. 
 
Secondly, the conflict between Jesus and the devil as an evil spirit.  Here, 
the devil is a real entity but more like the specters that visit Ebenezer 
Scrooge, the ghost of temptation present. The temptations are no less 
strong but they would be envisioned or experienced like waking dreams. 
 
And in the third category, we encounter the devil as:  let’s call him the voice 
of doubt in Jesus’ head.  The messianic existential crisis. Anyone who 
would say that the adversary is not “real” here would be wrong—recall how 
world-weary Jesus looks in Riviere’s work from the physical and spiritual 
toll of the temptation.  But the tempter is not a physical presence here, not 
even a shadowy spirit, but more like the shadow side of Jesus himself. 
 
Now why go on for so long with the artistic exploration?  Well, one 
explanation is that I’m a bit of a geek.  But another is that, for me, the form 
that the temptation takes makes all the difference as to whether the 
temptation passage impacts me personally or not, challenges my life of 
discipleship or not, connects me to Jesus—or not.  
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How shall I explain?  I think the key to my relating to our Luke passage for 
this morning is  
 
to hold it alongside our Hebrews passage:   
 
“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into 
heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 
For we do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our 
weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, 
just as we are—yet he did not sin.  Let us then approach God’s throne of 
grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to 
help us in our time of need. 
 
For the writer of Hebrews, the divinity of Jesus, his heavenly role as our 
great high priest and intercessor, must not be uncoupled from the 
humanity of Jesus.  If Jesus is to be able to call us beyond ourselves, to 
point us toward goodness or toward Godliness, to invite our participation in 
doing God’s will on earth as in heaven—then Jesus must be tempted AS 
WE ARE, must struggle as we do, must KNOW our hearts our hopes, our 
hurts, and above all else our struggles. 
 
If it were otherwise—well, think of it in this way.  What good is it for 
someone who was a trust fund baby born with the proverbial silver spoon in 
his or her mouth, to say to someone who has known the grinding privation 
of poverty, “You can do it!  Just pull yourself up by your bootstraps.  All it 
takes is a little hard work and some initiative and determination.  Look at 
me.  At what I have done. You, too, can be anything you aspire to be.” 
 
To which the one being “encouraged” might reply:  what do you know of me 
or of my life?  You’ve never been hungry!  Have you ever eaten spoiled 
food because it was food? You’ve never lacked for anything!  Never had to 
choose between a bad option and a worse option, like having to skip a day 
of work you can’t afford to miss in order to care for a desperately sick child 
whose medicine you can’t afford to buy!  You’ve never been unjustly 
evicted, or wrongly convicted! Never been penalized for your race, your 
gender, or your poverty! You don’t know me!  You don’t know me, so you 
can’t help me.  There is all the difference in the world, you see, between 
compassion, which literally means “to suffer with” and condescension. 
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So back to Luke—if this passage is about Jesus effortlessly resisting some 
literal goat-hoofed ghoul of a tempter…well then, he doesn’t KNOW ME.  If 
the passage is about mystical visions or mythical devils, then I haven’t 
known THAT.  But if the passage is about the deep inner struggle—the all-
too-human-impulse to follow a lesser path, to take the easy way, to not live 
up to my calling…a struggle that is entirely with ME, ME, ME and with my 
own worst impulses, and with the world’s very real invitations and 
temptations—well, oh my goodness, that’s a passage that I need to hear. 
 

And what of the fantastical trappings of the temptation passage?  Well, 
Mark lacks all of them.  Mark’s gospel simply says, “The Spirit immediately 
drove him (Jesus) out into the wilderness.  And he was in the wilderness 
forty days, being tempted by Satan (in Greek, not a proper name, but ha 
Satan, the adversary). And Jesus was with the wild animals, and the angels 
were ministering to him.”  That’s it. So, Mark, the earliest gospel, lacks the 
later embellishments of Matthew and Luke.  But those embellishments are 
also helpful, if we read them in their proper context, which I will suggest is 
symbolic and not literal. 

 

The Irish Catholic writer and theologian John Dominic Crossan has said 
“My point, once again, is not that those ancient people told literal stories 
and we are now smart enough to take them symbolically, but that they told 
them symbolically and we are now dumb enough to take them literally.”1 
Crossan’s language is provocative—dumb enough to take them literally—
but as I said before, if the tempter is a bat-winged evil angel, never met 
him.  But if the tempter is a metaphorical manifestation of a lesser 
me…well, that is my constant companion.  Think of the way that 
temptations are depicted in popular culture—a person with a little angel on 
one shoulder and a little devil on the other…the temptation is real.  The 
little figures—they are symbolic, illustrative of the moral tug of war. 
 
So now to the temptations themselves in Luke, because if Jesus has been 
tempted in every way as we are…well, I have never been tempted to turn 
stones into bread, to worship the devil, of to throw myself off the pinnacle of 
                                                        
1 Widely quoted from― John Dominic Crossan, Who Is Jesus? Answers to Your 
Questions About the Historical Jesus 
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the temple…so again, what does this passage have to teach me, to teach 
us? 
 
Well, a humble suggestion as to how to unpack Luke’s temptation 
narrative.  Again, it leads us to the figurative and not the literal, but walk 
with me, if you will. 
 
First, I want to suggest, Jesus is not faced with three temptations in the 
wilderness, but with only one temptation, presented to him in three ways.  
The ONE temptation is:  deviate from your identity, from your calling, from 
your God-given nature and path.  Deviate, if you will, from what it is to be 
fully human and a child of God, and deviate from your mission. 
 
Recall that in Luke 3, Jesus is baptized, and he has a vision of the heavens 
opened and of the Holy Spirit saying, “You are my Son, the beloved, with 
you I am well pleased.”  Now, immediately following that, we find him in the 
wilderness, facing temptation and wrestling with the un-Holy Spirit…or with 
his own inner impulses. 
 
Let’s look first, not at the content of the temptations, but at their form.  In 
Luke 3, we hear God say, with the voice of the Holy Spirit, a simple 
declarative: YOU ARE MY SON. Here, in the wilderness, Jesus hears in his 
head, a conditional statement IF YOU ARE GOD’S SON, or another 
translation is, SINCE YOU ARE GOD’S SON, then…. 
 
Have you heard the term, “gaslighting?”  It is a blurring or a manipulating of 
what is real and what is not.  It comes from the famous 1944 Ingrid 
Bergman film, in which Bergman’s character is psychologically controlled or 
exploited by her husband, who will dim the gas lights in the house, and 
then question her perception, or even her sanity, if she comments on it— 
“The lights didn’t flicker…are you all right?”  She begins to wonder; did I 
see that?  Am I sane?  
 
Jesus is having his identity, reality, or mission questioned in the same 
way—what is his reality, what is his calling?  “If you are the son of God.” 
 
A messiah who doubts himself?  That messiah can know who I am! I’m 
LISTENING!!!!! 
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So, if each of the temptations is designed to lead Jesus astray from his true 
mission or the true kingdom, then what ARE the temptations, at their core: 
 
Temptation number one:  If you are the son of God, turn these stones into 
bread, that you might not be hungry.  Worship and serve a God who is 
about your material prosperity or economic well-being.  Make it all about 
you and your needs.  This temptation is a subtle deviation, because of 
course God does not desire God’s children to be hungry, or needy.  But 
Paul writes in Philippians, “I have often told you before, and now declare 
even with tears: Many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is 
destruction, their god is their belly, and their glory is in their shame. Their 
minds are set on earthly things.” It is the subtle distinction between serving 
my own needs, and serving God, trusting God to meet my needs.   
 
To put it in terms of the temptation to a person in Jesus’ day, do you 
worship and serve the one true God, or do you offer sacrifices to idols who 
will bring you prosperity or enrich your harvest?  To us in our day:  Will you 
pursue wealth, personal gratification and the American dream?  Or do you 
follow faithfully the path of discipleship and the Kingdom’s call?  Now THAT 
is a temptation that is real to me. 
 
Temptation number two:  bow down and worship me, and I will put you over 
all the kingdoms of the earth.  Well—I’ve never been tempted to devil 
worship, nor frankly desired to rule the world.  But here, the temptation is 
for Jesus to pursue his heavenly mission through earthly means.  Empires 
and armies.  Beat your plowshares into swords, not the foolish opposite.  
Don’t turn the other cheek. The only solution to a bad emperor with an 
army is a good emperor with an army.  Just accept earth’s ways over God’s 
ways and when you rule everything, well then, you will have the authority to 
enact good.  The ends justify the means. 
 
In Jesus’ day, the temptation would be, not through servanthood and 
humility, but through military force or political will, usher in the kingdom.  
Come to think of it, the temptation is the same in our day.  Why convince, 
when you can manipulate (for benevolent ends), why sacrifice when you 
can seize, why walk the way of the cross at all? And THAT—is a temptation 
that is real to me, to us all. 
 
The final temptation:  throw yourself down from the top of the temple.  Call 
it the temptation to worship the God of religious spectacle, the invitation to 
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self-serving displays, to making yourself the center of the attention instead 
of God.  God’s power is not displayed through ministry to the poor or 
through compassionate outreach.  It is displayed through the grandiose 
gesture and the dramatic action.  The question to be asked here is—will 
people, witnessing the display, be led to a truly transformative, humbly 
sacrificial faith?  Faith in a God who works through human hands and is 
encountered in the neighbor and in the poor?  Or will they long for a God of 
miracle, a game show God, a snake-oil salesman?  It is the temptation to 
seek God through signs and wonders. 
 
And the point of the temptation passage for me, is that just as Jesus is 
tempted to follow a lesser path, to be a lesser Son of God, to be a belly 
messiah or a power-broker messiah, or a sign and spectacle messiah—our 
temptation to make him one of those things is just as real, just as strong.   
 
But Jesus was tempted in all these ways, just as we are—but without 
deviation and without sin.  He therefore knows our every doubt, our every 
struggle, our every hurt and our every hope.  And he points the way, not to 
a lesser kingdom—but to the kingdom of God, in our midst.  If any would be 
my disciples, let them deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow me. 
Will we follow?  Amen. 
  
 


