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When it comes to the accounts of Jesus’ temptation in 
the wilderness, I vote for Mark over Matthew and 
Luke. Mark simply says, “In those days Jesus . . . was 
baptized by John . . . And when he came up out of the 
water . . . he saw the heavens opened and the Spirit 
descending upon him . . . and a voice . . . from heaven, 
‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.’ 
The Spirit immediately drove him out into the 
wilderness. And he was in the wilderness forty days, 
tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and 
the angels ministered to him.”1 
 
It’s hard for me to imagine Jesus ever having a private 
conversation with the devil, much less sharing details 
of such a conversation with his disciples. Scholars 
ascribe the source of this conversation to the 
document called the “Sayings Source”—no copy of it 
was known by other early Christian writers, but it 

                            
1 Mark 1:9–13. My translation. 
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explains a great deal of the material and order in 
common in Matthew and Luke.2 
 
But that Jesus was tempted during and at the very end 
of his ministry is not in doubt. In John, after he has 
fed the five thousand, he hid himself from the crowds 
who wanted to “take him by force to make him king.”3 
And there are other examples in John and in the Letter 
to the Hebrews.4 
 
I think it is fair to say that in Luke the three 
temptations that matter come not in the wilderness 
but as Jesus hangs on the cross. The first came from 
the religious leaders: “there were . . . rulers sneering, 
saying, ‘Others he saved; let him save himself, if this is 
the Messiah of God, the chosen one.’ ”5 (The Greek 
verb translated as sneer includes the word for nose—
the rulers are looking down their noses at him—vivid 
language.6) 

                            
2 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 116–22. 
3 John 6:15. 
4 Luke 22:28, 39–46; Hebrews 2:17, 4:15, 5:2. François Bovon, Luke 1: A Commentary 
on the Gospel of Luke 1:1–9:50, trans. Christine Thomas, Hermeneia, (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2002), 145, n.49. 
5 Luke 23: Translation, Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah: From Gethsemane to 
the Grave, 2 vols. (Doubleday: New York, 1994), II:982. 
6 Ibid., 991. 
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Then the soldiers of the rulers of this world, who have 
stripped Jesus naked and nailed him to the cross, 
mock Jesus: “If you are the King of the Jews, save 
yourself!”7 (The Greek verb used here is related to the 
Greek verb means to try to trick someone8—it 
includes the Greek verb “to play.”9)  
 
Finally, one of the wrongdoers—unlike Mark10 and 
Matthew,11 Luke doesn’t call them “bandits”—“was 
blaspheming him, ‘Are you not the Messiah? Save 
yourself and us.’ ”12 The point of Jesus’ life, of course, 
was to do just that: to save all of us by dying and rising 
to life everlasting. 
 
Now that the devil should lose when he goes to the 
wilderness to win Jesus over should not surprise us—
the only person ever to change Jesus’ mind is the 
Syrophoenician, that is, a foreign woman in Mark (and 
in Matthew) who begs Jesus to heal her daughter. 
When Jesus responds, “it is not right to take the 

                            
7 Luke 23:36–37. Translation, Brown, II:983. 
8 A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. 
(BDAG) (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “XXXXXX,” 323. 
9 Ibid., 750. 
10 Mark 15:27. Translation, Brown II:933. 
11 Matthew 27:38. Translation, Ibid.  
12 Luke 23:39. Translation, Ibid., II:983. 
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children’s bread and throw it to the dogs;” She replies, 
“Yes, Lord; yet even the dogs under the table eat the 
children’s crumbs.”13 
 
After the devil retreats, Jesus went to Galilee “in the 
power of the Spirit”14 He goes from town to town to 
teach in the synagogue. And comes to Nazareth, 
where he asks for the scroll of Isaiah. Luke shows us 
again in this story also that Jesus knows the Scriptures, 
that he is the fulfillment of the scriptures.15 For the 
record, Jesus reading aloud in Nazareth in Hebrew is 
the only New Testament reference to his literacy.  
 
Now the so-called temptations. The devil says to 
Jesus, “Since you are God’s son, speak to this stone in 
order that it may become bread”—and here I follow 
the translation of the Reverend Dr. Mark Davis.16 It is 
not God’s plan for God’s Son to speak the word that 
will change stones to bread. Jesus says, “It has been 
written, ‘The human”—anthrōpos: man or woman—
“will not live by bread alone.”17 

                            
13 Mark 7:24–30; Matthew 15:21–28. 
14 Luke 4:14. 
15 Luke 4:14–19. 
16 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/twice-led-not-fed-well-
read.html, (accessed 9 March 2019). 
17 Luke 4:4. Ibid. 

http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/twice-led-not-fed-well-read.html
http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2013/02/twice-led-not-fed-well-read.html


5 

The devil then says to Jesus, and Jesus does not 
contradict the evil one, that the devil has been given 
the “authority” and “glory” of the kingdoms of the 
world. Jesus responds, “Prostrate yourself to the Lord 
God, and [God] only shall you serve.”18 
 
On the pinnacle of the temple, the devil tries one last 
time, “Since you are the Son of God, throw yourself 
down from here.”19 Jesus responds, “You shall not test 
the Lord your God.”20  
 
Jesus hungered—not “was hungry;” the Greek verb 
here is active, not passive. His suffering in the 
wilderness seems to foreshadow the physical suffering 
of the cross. The temptation of ruling foreshadows, I 
think, the power of Pilate. Jesus’ refusal to submit to 
the religious leaders of his people foreshadows the 
contempt they will have for him, again, when they 
look down their noses at him. Jesus faced the 
temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil. 
 
Massey Shepherd wrote in his commentary on the 
1928 Prayer Book, that “the account of our Lord’s fast 

                            
18 Luke 4:8. My translation. 
19 Luke 4:9. Davis translation. 
20 Luke 4:12. My translation. 
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of forty days and nights”—[from Matthew]—“is an 
almost universal tradition . . . for this Sunday in the 
Western Church.”21 With respect, I think that my 
efforts to resist temptations to do wrong come less 
through my own choices, than through the graces and 
gifts of the accidents of family, friends, teachers, and 
relationships with others across the years of my life.  
 
François Bovon in his commentary on Luke wrote, 
“For Luke the ‘heart’ is the location of the will and of 
thought (more than of emotion). In the [heart] dwell 
both decisions and questions.”22 This association tells 
us a lot about Jesus on the cross who can say to the 
wrongdoer, “Today you will be with me in paradise.” 
Jesus had the human heart, the sacred heart, for us 
who hunger for him, for God, for the good news of 
everlasting life. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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21 Massey H. Shepherd, Jr., The Oxford American Prayer Book Commentary (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1950), 126–27. 
22 François Bovon, Luke 1: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1–9:50, trans. Christine 
Thomas, Hermeneia, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 125. 


