eternal plan. Think of Job, whose faithfulness to God the devil questioned. God permitted the devil to test Job and torment Job, but not to kill Job. God sets boundaries that even the devil cannot cross.
Now, think why this short cut might be tempting to Jesus. The temptation isn’t to worship the devil; it isn’t even about avoiding the agony of the cross. The temptation for Jesus is to take a shortcut to his goal: If Jesus agrees to worship the devil, he can gain control of the world, and do as he likes, and set things right without delay. The temptation is to take control, to do things his own way, and not the way God intended. We might be tempted to argue that the world would be a better place if Jesus were in control. We might even be tempted to propose that Jesus make the deal with the devil, because the end justifies the means. 

Such arguments reveal a lack of trust in God and God’s plan for the world. God did not choose the easy way: God chose to become human as Jesus, and to die on the cross for our salvation. God did not choose the quick way: God chose to work through imperfect human beings across centuries to achieve God’s goal of redeeming the world. God’s way may feel slow and seem frustrating, for surely God can snap God’s fingers and make everything right again; but God “gave himself for us, that [God] might redeem us from all lawlessness and purify for [God’s Self] a people of [God’s] own who are zealous for good works" (Titus 2:14). 

God, in Jesus, chose to rule the world, not by force, but by love. This means working in and through flawed people, changing individual hearts and minds to God’s way. This is hard work, slow work, demanding work for which there is no short cut. We, human beings, are constantly getting in God’s way and making things more difficult by trying to do things our own way. There are times when we are tempted to take control of our little corner of the world. We believe we can fix our family, our friends, our schools, our places of work, or our communities. We believe that we, all by ourselves, have the abilities, ideas, and determination to change things for the better. If other people would just listen to us, if God would just consult us, we could fix things! Self-reliance is a very real and dangerous temptation sometimes. But does it ever work?

When we take control of our little corner of the world, instead of trusting it to God, it never works out as we intend. It never works out for a very simple reason: we are not God, and unlike God, we cannot see the whole picture. Of course, there are things we can do to assist what God is already doing to facilitate the reconciliation in the world; but we are not smart enough or capable enough or good enough to right all the wrongs in the world. So, it is always better to trust things to God. It is better to accept God’s invitation to participate in God’s unfolding plan, than it is to go it alone.

When tempted to compromise and gain the whole world, Jesus answered the devil by quoting Deuteronomy 6:13, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” It’s a matter of trust, for Jesus and for us; of trusting God with our little corner of the world; of worshiping God, serving God, and remembering that God is in control, not us. We can talk to God about it, and we should. We can join God in improving our corner of the world, and we should. But it is always God’s world and God’s way. Our job is to worship, serve, trust, and love, and leave the rest to God. 

Jesus rejects the shortcut the devil offers. In serving God only, Jesus takes the way of self-denying love and sacrificial death. He takes the narrow road (Mt 7:13-14), because the power the devil offers Jesus will not usher in the reign of God but will encourage the rule of evil. God’s reign comes through Jesus’ self-giving love on the cross.

While we may have no desire to rule all the kingdoms of the world, this appeal can also be understood as a temptation toward possessions, materialism, glory, and power. Every time we value personal possessions, achievement, or power more than God – we have succumbed to this temptation. We are worshipers by design. The question is simply, what has captured our hearts?

The devil continues to offer us short cuts. He says to us: “You don’t have to believe this stuff about the narrow road. You don’t have to take up your cross every day and follow Jesus. You don’t have to feed the hungry, house the homeless, clothe the naked, visit the prisoner, or love your enemy. Don’t worry about all that! Just look out for yourself. I’ve got a whole way of getting things done that’s much nicer and easier.” We may be tempted to trust in our own efforts to bring about heaven with the tools of hell, but it won’t work. God’s reign only comes in God’s way, and God’s way is the self-giving path of the cross. As Jesus said to His disciples, “Whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it” (Luke 9:24).
Jesus emerged victorious despite the strongest attempts of the devil to overturn God’s plan of redemption; and because Jesus secured this victory and we are in Christ, His victory is our victory, and we can call upon Him in times of temptation.

Prayer: Great God in heaven, only you are the one true living God whose love endures from one generation to another. Give me an undivided heart to serve you wholeheartedly and without rival. In Jesus' name, I pray. Amen.


Source: Inspired by James Laurence. “When We Are Tempted.” March 5, 2022.  https://mypastoralponderings.com/2022/03/05/when-we-are-tempted-my-sermon-on-luke-41-13/. Retrieved March 18, 2025.
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The Gospels of Matthew and Luke, both give us details about the testing of Jesus in the wilderness, but they list the tests in different orders. I am using Luke’s list, so the second test reads this way: “Then the devil led [Jesus] up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. And the devil said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him’” (Luke 4:5-8).

The devil knew that Jesus came to establish God’s reign on earth, so in this second attack, he suggests that Jesus can quickly and easily launch the messianic era by taking a short cut, making a compromise. Jesus knows the cost of humankind’s salvation will be high (Lk 12:50); it will lead him to suffer and die on the cross. Perhaps fearful of the pain, Jesus even pleads with God to find another way, if possible, but if not, he is willingly to submit to God’s will and way (Mt 26:39; Mk 14:36; Lk 22:42). Here, the devil offers Jesus an easier way: bow down to me, he says, and I will give you all the kingdoms of the world. With this short cut, Jesus can avoid all the struggle and grief of the cross (Lk 4:5-7). 

In Christian theology, the devil (or Satan) is often portrayed as having a temporary influence and provisional authority over the kingdoms of the world, but this power is limited and subject to God's sovereignty. The Gospel writer John identifies the devil as the ruler or prince of this world (John 12:31; 14:30), and states that "the whole world is under the control of the evil one" (1 John 5:19). The apostle Paul calls the devil, the “god of this age” (2 Cor. 4:4). From this we may infer that God permits Satan to exert some influence on nations and individuals, testing us within the bounds of God's overarching and
