
 
 

 

 

    Sunday 19th February, 2023 
 

  "Temptations… and choosing life" 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jesus ate nothing for 40 days, says Matthew's Gospel… "and he was hungry”     
No surprise there! 
 
Two stories heard in church, a week apart.  
One, the Transfiguration: a story of glorification, of worship, of standing with ‘the big boys’ of 
Hebrew history.  And now this: a story of vulnerability, temptation and decision.  Although 
they’re quite different, there’s also quite a similar theme running between the two: a theme I’ve 
talked about as “choosing life".” 
 
We encountered this phrase a few weeks ago in its own context.  That was Moses’ final 
address to the people of Israel as they prepared to cross the River Jordan and claim their new 
land.  There Moses called the people to choose life: to choose the way of GOD, in remaining 
faithful to the covenant GOD had made with the people.  To turn away from that path, in looking 
for security, strength, life even, was for Moses the way of death.  
 
In one sense he’s referring to physical death, but it seems to me that Moses was also talking 
about a kind of living death.  As best as I can describe it, this is about a life lived in alienation 
from GOD, but also from oneself.  Perhaps one way of putting it might be the death of who we 
really are, in trying to be what we’re not. 
 

Matthew 17:1-9 
 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He 
fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came 
and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of 
bread.’ But he answered, ‘It is written, 
“One does not live by bread alone, 
   but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” ’  
 
Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 
saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 
“He will command his angels concerning you”, 
   and “On their hands they will bear you up, 
so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’  
Jesus said to him, ‘Again it is written, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” ’  
 
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the 
world and their splendour; and he said to him, ‘All these I will give you, if you will fall 
down and worship me.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 
“Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” ’  
 
Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.  
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For Moses, ‘life’ meant the covenant with GOD expressed at Sinai.   
”I am the lord your GOD, who brought you out of slavery in the land of Egypt… I will be your 
GOD, and you will be my people”.   
 
Anything that diverted the people of his day from living within the covenant, was a kind of death. 
And it’s in that sense that the phrase “choosing life” speaks to the two stories of Jesus that 
we’ve read from Matthew’s gospel last week and today.  Each story speaks in its own way to 
the bigger story of Jesus “choosing life”. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
On the mountain top, Matthew establishes Jesus as firmly within the salvation history of his 
people.  More than that, he becomes once and for all one of the heroes of that salvation history, 
identified with Moses and Elijah and glorified in his own right. 
 
Peter, James and John are at the same time overawed and exhilarated by the experience, and 
Peter babbles on about making it a permanent site of worship.  But Jesus will have none of it.  
Being an object of worship, on a mountain, away from his people, is not who he is…   
 
Peter’s suggestion is probably quite seductive.  At very least it promises a pleasant existence 
and the adulation of many, but for Jesus it’s not who he is.  The way of glory and exaltation, as 
stunning an experience as it was, is not Jesus’ way.  It’s not what his life is about.   
In fact, it’s the way of death to his real self, a way he quickly puts behind him. 
Not only does Jesus refuse to stay on the mountain top, he also tells his friends not to say 
anything about this experience. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
And then we move to this story, the traditional beginning for the season of Lent.  It brings us 
into a time of reflection, meditation, and action echoing Jesus’ road to Calvary.  Liturgically it 
functions as a kind of “how did we get here?” story, talking about the path in life that Jesus 
chose: a path which ultimately led him to the cross. 
 
As on the mountain of Transfiguration, Jesus is choosing life, or perhaps more accurately, 
choosing what his life will be about.  
 In this story, though, Matthew draws more starkly the choices Jesus must make, by telling 
them as an encounter between Jesus and ‘the devil’, or ‘the tempter’.  (This is Matthew’s 
language and concept.  I tend to think and speak differently, talking more of ‘temptation’, evil’ 
etc, rather than a person called ‘the devil’, but respect that this is Matthew’s story and 
worldview.  I don’t believe my understanding diminishes in any way the reality of temptation and 
evil) 
 
Here, ironically, Jesus is invited to prove he is who he says he is, by performing stunts that only 
someone with divine powers can do.  I say “ironically”, because it’s in the denial of the demands 
that Jesus proves he is who he says he is.  His identity is not to be shaped by doing stunts on 
demand, but in being true to himself and what he sees as GOD’s call in his life. 
 
Just as it was for Moses, the covenant relationship with GOD remains central for Jesus.  We 
must remembered that he lived and died a faithful Jew.  It’s no coincidence that Matthew tells of 
Jesus resisting the temptations by referring to the scriptures: “It is written…”etc.  At least part of 
his ability to resist comes through knowing who he is within the stories of his people and their 
GOD. 
 
At its simplest level, the story of the temptations of Jesus has often been used to preach 
moralistic little sermons about how Jesus resisted temptation and so should we. And while that 
is not wrong, it is a fairly shallow surface reading of the story. What is at stake in this passage 
has more to do with the identity of Jesus, and thus, with the nature of faithfulness to GOD. 
 
For Matthew, it marks a period of dramatic shift in the life of the carpenter from Nazareth – or 
should I say former carpenter from Nazareth?  That life is behind him now.   
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With his new life as a public figure come all sorts of seductive possibilities, summarised by 
Matthew in this extraordinary story in the wilderness… 
 
The lure of power, of real influence, of popularity & publicity… The lure of the ability to do all of 
the good things he wants to do for others…  The lure would be pretty strong, I’d imagine.   
 
Ultimately the temptation for Jesus is to decide that the ends justify the means, and that he 
should just go for it.  But as we see, this is not, for him, “choosing life”.   
 
It is not the way he sees himself called to follow.  It is not the way that will enable him to be true 
to himself, and true to GOD’s covenant with the people. 
And as the journey of Lent unfolds over the next few weeks, we’ll find ourselves attending to 
stories of how that way played out for him, and exploring its meaning for our faith and 
discipleship today. 
 
And it’s important that we do.  If we are to go on “choosing life”, and living with a heart for life as 
he did, and calling him LORD, it matters that we know what “life” means. 
 
So let’s embrace the challenge and opportunity of Lent, and allow them to lead us deeper… 
deeper into our sense of calling… deeper into our sense of identity… and deeper into 
relationship with the Spirit of GOD that calls us on to each new day!     AMEN 
 

 
 
 
 

In the name of the holy ONE in whom we live and move and have our being.      AMEN 


