Knowing this, the devil calls out to Jesus, saying, “If you are the Son of God…” (Matthew 4:3). The devil challenges Jesus’ identity and power. If Jesus is the Son of God, now is the time to prove it. How? By turning stones into bread. Jesus knows he is God’s Son; he heard God claim him as such at his baptism. Jesus knows, too, he has the power of God in him, the power to turn stones into bread. Jesus is famished, and he has the power to feed himself, to change his circumstances, to fill his stomach.

The ability to change our circumstances is a powerful temptation. Who among us would not eagerly grab a hamburger when we are hungry or a glass of lemonade on a hot summer day? Who among us would not gladly exchange a low paying job for a high paying job? Who among us would not willingly drive a new car instead of an old jalopy? Who among us would not quickly justify the purchase of an expensive outfit or fishing gear or plane tickets to some exotic destination simply because “we’re worth it”? The desire to fulfill our own dreams is strong. The longing to better our circumstances is tough to ignore. The yearning to satisfy our cravings is powerful.

Jesus answers the devil with a quote from Deuteronomy: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (v. 8:3). Scripture affirms God’s loving provision for us, too, but the devil calls God’s promises into question. The devil causes us to doubt God’s provision. Jesus, in his humanity, trusted God’s provision rather than using his power to produce bread for himself. 

Jesus understood firsthand both the challenge and the comfort of what he’d soon teach in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on.…Your heavenly Father knows that you need them all” (Matt. 6:25, 32). We can trust, then, that the solution Jesus gives us when we are tempted to worry — “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (Matt. 6:33) — is the same one on which Jesus relied.

This temptation is like a temptation that the Israelites faced many years earlier. Deuteronomy 8 shares the account of the Israelites traveling through the wilderness and growing hungry (a retelling of Exodus 15). Rather than trusting God to provide for their food and safety, as God had done the whole journey thus far, they complained against God and doubted God. The temptation to focus on satisfying their hunger rather than trusting God to provide was too strong for them. The Israelites’ faith faltered, and they chose to sin rather than trust God, but Jesus did not. God’s people failed to walk in covenant faithfulness, but Jesus never failed.

The desire for food is not a bad thing in itself; but when the pursuit of a natural desire comes before obeying God, we cross the line into sin. This example helps us understand that sometimes temptation is less about doing something “wrong” and more about satisfying a normal desire in a sinful manner. Eating is not wrong; but placing our desire for something good above trusting God in obedience and faithfulness is wrong.

The Bible reminds us that God is sovereign. The temptations and struggles Jesus faced did not surprise God or catch God off guard. The Holy Spirit led Jesus to the wilderness for the purpose of being tested. Deuteronomy 8 reiterates that God uses times of testing for our benefit: “God fed you manna in the wilderness, a food unknown to your ancestors. God did this to humble and test you for your own good. God did all this so you would never say to yourself, I have achieved this wealth with my own strength and energy.’” (8:15-16). 

While the Bible is clear that God tempts no one (James 1:13), it does allow that God may test us. God does this for our own good, so that we will depend on God. The question is, will we trust God in the middle of the trial? Will we remember that God is the source of our provision, or will we turn to ourselves? Will we remember the lesson of the testing when times are good? James writes, “Blessed is the one who perseveres under trial because, having stood the test, that person will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him” (1:12).

Jesus’ reaction to the temptation models how we should react when we begin to doubt God’s character and provision. Jesus said, “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” We are not sustained by food alone, but by God who is faithful. God’s Word gave us life and by God’s Word we are sustained. God equips us to fight off our sinful desires with God’s Word. 

This is an effective strategy because God’s Word is not just letters on a page; God’s Word is infused with the Holy Spirit, it is “God-breathed,” a powerful force unto itself (Hebrews 4:12-13; Ephesians 6:17; 2 Timothy 3:16-17). Recall that the Word of God can create worlds! Reading, meditating on, and memorizing scripture helps us to confront sin. We can rely on scripture to replace our doubts with the truth about God’s character and the promises God makes to those who follow God.

As Christ-followers, we cannot let our desires for anything lead us into disobedience; neither must we suffer quietly, without hope. In this life we will not get everything we want; as Paul wrote to the believers in Philippi, “My God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus” (4:19). God promises the riches of the glory of Christ to those who follow God. It is these very riches that caused Paul to say just a few verses earlier, “I have learned to be content in all circumstances…I can do all things through [Christ] who gives me strength.” (4:11, 13). To the Ephesians, Paul rejoiced that he was given such grace to “preach to the Gentiles the boundless riches of Christ.”

Where we see “needs” and feel tempted to sin to get what we feel we must have, the Bible reminds us that in Christ we have already been given “incomparable riches of grace” (Ephesians 2:7) and that God’s grace is sufficient (2 Corinthians 12:9). Jesus offers us strength to endure and gives us the promise that whoever comes to Him will never hunger or thirst (John 6:35). We are given the riches and grace of Christ and promised that he will satisfy our every need.

Prayer: God, help me to remember my sustenance and nourishment come not only from physical food, but also from your word. thank You for the amazing example of Jesus when He set aside His rights and abilities to be obedient to Your Word and will. Help me to depend on You in every eventuality of life. This I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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In the 1970s, comedian Flip Wilson hosted his own variety show. Wilson created a recurring character named Geraldine. Every time Geraldine’s husband accused her of doing something wrong, whether buying an expensive dress or crashing the car, her excuse was always the same: “It wasn’t me. The devil made me do it.” It’s a funny phrase, but it may have distorted the way we see the devil. If we agree with Geraldine, then we credit the devil with having the power to “make” us do things. 

But is that how temptation works? Can the devil “make” us do things we don’t want to do? Is the devil as powerful as God? The short answer is “no.” Jesus made it clear that the One who is in us – God – is greater than the one that is in the world (1 John 4:4). The truth is the devil doesn’t have any power over us that we do not let him have!

The devil can be persuasive, and clever, and logical. And the closer we walk with God, the harder the devil will work to get us off track. Just look at Jesus. In Matthew 4, Jesus is coming off the spiritual high point of his life, his baptism by John in the river Jordan. Jesus saw the Holy Spirit of God descend upon him like a dove, and people heard God’s voice claim Jesus as “my beloved Son; with him I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17). This is the moment the devil started in on Jesus. In fact, Matthew says the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness specifically to “be tested” by the devil.

The devil is a master of timing: he comes when we are at your most vulnerable. The devil picks his moments well. After Jesus fasted for forty days in the wilderness, the devil appeared. Jesus is hungry; both Matthew and Luke say Jesus was “famished” (Matthew 4:2; Luke 4:2 NRSV). And so, the first test the devil puts before Jesus is to turn stones into bread. The devil knows that Jesus is more than hungry; he is literally starving to death and in desperate need of food, and so the devil makes his move.

