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“Temptations and Identity” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Psalm 91 and Luke 4:1-13 

M A R C H  1 0 ,  2 0 1 9  

“Lead us not into temptation,” we ask 
every week in saying together the Lord’s 
Prayer.  “Lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from evil.”  It is part of a prayer 
taught by Jesus to the disciples, according to 
the gospels of Luke and Matthew.1   

Jesus knew well of what he spoke, in 
teaching them this prayer.  For right at the 
beginning of his ministry, right after his 
baptism in the Jordan, Jesus himself was led 
into temptation.  He was led there by none 
other than the Holy Spirit, according to the 
gospels, to face the evil one, the devil. 

During his baptism, Jesus had heard 
words from the Holy Spirit, and now that 
same Spirit led him into the wilderness.  
Forty days and forty nights he spent in the 
desert.  Forty hot dusty days seeking shade.  
Forty nights when the temperatures dropped 
and the noises emerged.  Have you ever 
spent time out in the wilderness?  Your 
senses are heightened, and every noise 
takes on an eerie, almost-otherworldly pitch.   

Jesus ate nothing for those forty 
days, Luke tells us.  I don’t know if Jesus was 

going off on an intentional religious fast, like 
the early spiritual ascetics, who found God 
in the wilderness.  Or maybe the Spirit didn't 
give him any time to pack.  On that the 
gospel is silent, other than saying that for 
forty days and nights, he fasted.   

As my friend and now retired 
colleague Jon Walton once said, “I don't 
know how he did it.  Not eating for forty 
days.  I can hardly miss lunch without being 
a pain to live with.  Maybe he fasted like I 
do, nothing to eat after dinner.”  How do 
you go forty hours without eating, especially 
after shoveling!  Something tells me Jesus 
was better at it than I am.2 

Jesus, after fasting and praying, 
encounters an adversary, a tempter, Satan.  
It is a contest of epic proportions.  Unlike 
other gospel stories where the action or 
teaching takes place with others around and 
the story is passed from humans to other 
humans, this jousting match occurs in the 
wilderness with no witnesses.  The 
omniscient narrator gives it a mythical 
nature.  Jesus and the devil do battle, with 
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the winds howling and the hunger pains 
gnawing, the devil tempts and Jesus 
responds, with scripture being a shield for 
Jesus as well as a weapon for the devil. 

Theologian Lori Hale writes about 
her three and a half year old son’s 
encounter with this Bible story during Sunday 
School.   

Hey mom, he started, what do you 
know about the devil?  My mind [she writes] 
immediately jumped to a spectrum of 
theological views . . .  Should I start with 
Augustine?  [Hey – she’s a theologian]  
Should I couch my answer in general terms of 
conservative and progressive or liberal 
interpretations of the text?   

“What do you know about the devil?”  
I asked in classic mom/professor mode. . .     

Well, he began, “the devil talked to 
Jesus.”  Good, I thought.  He was paying 
attention.  “The devil was mean,” he 
continued.  Mean.  I began to wonder about 
the relationship of “mean” to “evil.”  Was the 
devil really mean?  Perhaps it is possible to 
be mean without being evil, but is the 
opposite true?  Is it possible to be evil without 
being mean? . . . 

My musings were cut short as my son 
continued his hand-me-down exposition of 
the text.  Leaning closer to me and dropping 
his voice to a loud whisper, he said, “if we 
were at the store, and you and Dad were in 
one aisle, and I was in another aisle, and” – 
his hushed tones became downright 
conspiratorial at this point – “there was 
candy . . .”  He paused for effect.  “The devil 
would say, ‘You should take some!” . . . 

[So she asked him] Honey, if we were 
at a store, and there was candy, and the 
devil said, ‘You should take some!’ What 
would you say back to the devil?” 

A genuinely sweet grin lit up his entire 
face and without hesitation he replied, “Oh, I 
would say thank you!”3 

Something tells me that Jesus was 
better at it than I am, better than we are.  
The placement of this story is important.  
Right before this story, Luke tells about Jesus' 
baptism.  While he is being baptized, a voice 
came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 
beloved; with you I am well pleased” (Luke 
3:22).4  Then Luke takes a break in the 
action to fill in the genealogy of Jesus.  It 
seems like an odd place to insert a 
genealogy, doesn’t it?  Luke doesn’t place it 
leading up to the birth of Jesus.  But between 
the baptism and this story of Jesus and the 
devil. 

But I think I get why Luke puts it here, 
and I think this will add some understanding 
to what is going on with this story of Jesus’ 
temptation.  First the baptism, with the voice 
saying, “You are my Son, the beloved.  Then 
the genealogy that would make any of our 
genealogists proud, traces ancestry from 
Jesus backward, all the way back to “son of 
Adam, son of God” (Luke 3:38).  And then 
Jesus goes out into the wilderness for forty 
long days.  This is a testing of his identity, 
announced at his baptism and confirmed in 
the genealogy.5 

The lectionary pairs up this story of 
Jesus being tempted in Luke with Psalm 91.  
And it makes sense that it does so.  Jesus 
drew strength from this Psalm.  And it is 
beautiful.  Within this Psalm are words to 
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hold to, to wrap ourselves in like a mantle.  
In fact, both Jews and Christians copied 
passages of the Psalm, particularly verses 
11-13, enclosing them in amulets, like a 
charm, to be worn as protection.6  To keep 
the word of God close, to seek God's 
protection as they went out into the world.   

Within this Psalm are words that are 
both beautiful but also troubling.7  Words 
that the devil quoted, "For God will 
command his angels concerning you, to 
guard you in all your ways."  And it 
concludes with a connection between long 
life as a blessing or reward from God. 

Billy Joel sang a song with the words, 
"only the good die young."  And in my 
experience that is no less wrong than this 
phrase from the end of the Psalm "with long 
life I will satisfy them."  In our human 
experience, that is just not how it works.  We 
just don't get these guarantees, as 
individuals or as a church, of long life. 

The devil, quoting this Psalm says 
basically, God will take care of you, so throw 
yourself off the pinnacle of this temple.  
Don't worry - jump if you trust in God. 

 

 A long time ago now, I went 
backpacking in the Utah desert.  It was 
beautiful to be out in the desert wilderness 
amidst the ruins of ancient native American 
cities and dried up riverbeds.  It was 
beautiful and it was in the desert, but the 
reason I bring this up is because there we 
heard a story that has stuck with me all these 
years.  We met a memorable character in 
the form of our shuttle driver, who told us 
about a friend of his, “Mormon Andy,” he 

called him.  Now you need to know that 
Moab, Utah is famous for mountain biking, 
and the dominant religious group is indeed 
Mormon.  And our shuttle driver told us 
about his friend Mormon Andy, who took his 
bike up to the top of a steep cliff and 
decided to be the first to bike down it.  He 
wanted to get his picture on the cover of a 
biking magazine.  It’s too dangerous, said 
his adventure-loving friends.  No way can 
you survive.  “My God will protect me,” he 
said.  So he took off down the cliff.  He 
made it safely down the first stretch went off 
a jump and landed okay before hitting the 
second jump, where he crashed and burned, 
breaking countless bones in his back and 
neck and every other part of his body.  Our 
driver said, “I wanted to ask him why his 
God didn’t protect him, but I already knew 
what he would have said: “anyone else 
would have died!” 

We just don't get these guarantees of 
long life - as individuals and even as 
churches.  Try not to be stupid, of course.  
But try also to be faithful, trusting that in the 
end God's love and care is indeed stronger 
than any evil that might contend.  On the 
eve of his assassination, Martin Luther King, 
Jr. said in a sermon, “Like anybody, I would 
like to have a long life. Longevity has its 
place. But I'm not concerned about that now. 
I just want to do God's will.”8 

In this story of Jesus being out in the 
desert for forty days, we might hear echoes 
of and we are reminded of Noah and the 
ark, adrift in the flood for forty long days 
waiting for redemption.  And we are 
reminded of the Israelites wandering in the 
wilderness for forty long years, waiting to be 
led into the Promised Land.  Forty days and 
nights, the length of Lent, a season bereft of 
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alleluias and easy answers as we wait with 
Jesus out in the wilderness.  Forty days and 
forty nights Jesus spent out in the wilderness.  
Forty days of ice and snow and school 
cancellations and ice dams.   

Here in St. Paul, we have not been 
driven out by the Spirit into a desert, but 
neither is it San Diego and seventy degrees 
and sunny either.   Life is hard.  And we will 
be confronted by choices.  Temptations to 
distract us, temptations to give up too early, 
or persist too long.  Temptations to forget 
who we are and what we are supposed to 
do. 

One of the best features of our 
hymnals are the little notes at the bottom of 
each hymn.  They may tell us something 
about the composer, or the history of the 
hymn.  For the hymn we will sing shortly, 
there is a theological note.  “It is notable that 
each stanza begins “when,” not “if”; 
temptation is not an optional feature of the 
spiritual life.” 

In this temptation in the wilderness, 
Jesus begins to chart the way that he will live 
out his baptismal promise as God’s beloved 
son.  It was not an easy journey.  These 
temptations foreshadow his three years of 
ministry: hungry and desperate people 
constantly requesting miracles of food and 
healing; intense battles with religious and 
political leaders about who would be master 
of the various kingdoms; and his own 

struggles over his security, praying to be 
relieved of his suffering even in the garden 
on the night that he was betrayed and 
handed over to the authorities for execution. 

Like Jesus, in our temptations we 
discover our identity.  And our battle with 
temptations may be lifelong, like the 
alcoholic who has been sober for more than 
twenty years but who still attends weekly AA 
meetings.  It may be that we fight a life-long 
temptation to seek the approval of someone 
who will never accept us for who we are.   

We are constantly trying to proclaim 
who we are and what we are trying to do 
and figure out what it means to be the 
church that God needs us to be in 2019.  I 
suppose the temptations are there for us to 
be this church but in an earlier era, tempted 
to turn back the clock and turn off our 
imaginations and just try to replicate what 
worked once before.  And churches face the 
constant temptation to be a different church 
in a different place and with a different 
mission.   

Our task, even on this snowy 
weekend, is to be intentional and prayerful 
and Spirit-driven as we discover who God 
needs us to be for this time and for this 
place.  May we be filled with peace and 
hope and courage and compassion.  May it 
be so for us, for those we love, for this 
congregation.  Amen. 
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