Gospel of Matthew
4:1-11
Trial By Fire

Vs. 17 – “And a voice from heaven said…”
The Evidence is Piling Up
-The angels have testified to the identity
of Jesus as the Promised One
-The genealogies and the Old Testament
prophets have testified to the identy of
Jesus as the Promised One
-The prophet, John, has testified to the identity of
Jesus
-God the Father and the Holy Spirit authenticate the
special identity of Jesus!
-Next up – the character of Jesus testifies to his ID!

Trial by fire means that someone’s
character
is tested by extreme
circumstances, by the
suffering of great
pain, failure, tragedy,
some other kind of
great difficulty, or as in this case, temptation. Character is
proven, one way or another, by how one faces the
difficulties that life throws our way. People with good
character or people with strength of character generally
react well. They get through somehow with their dignity
and integrity intact. Their reward is to have even greater
character! No matter how bad it gets, they will not resort
to dishonesty, cruelty, hatred, revenge, blame-seeking, and
the like - and they do not give up!
There is an exception. We now know that acute chemical
imbalance in the brain can steal one’s ability to be strong,
rational, or stable.

Temptation is trial by fire of another sort.
Temptation happens when faced with the
opportunity to compromise one’s beliefs.
We’re constrained from descending into
animalistic behavior by our morals and ethics our moral compass! We are conflicted with the
desire to give in and do what we know is wrong
but, also with the desire to not give in. This conflict can be very
intense, and unfortunately, humans are masterful at rationalizing
and self-justifying doing the wrong thing. It is our fallen human
nature to give in to the inclination to do wrong. It can be
absolutely overpowering at times! It has to do with the strong
impulse to paint outside the God-given lines – to be free to overindulge every appetite of our body and mind – which often
morphs into the worst form of enslavement! In fact, most people
fail when faced with temptation even though they may succeed
with all other forms of trials that life throws their way! Perhaps
this is why the “trial by fire” that Jesus faced right at the
beginning of His ministry was the most difficult kind of trial of
all – physical deprivation combined with TEMPTATION.

4:1 – After His authentication by John and by God the

Father, Jesus was “tempted” soon afterward. Temptation
is always a test! In these three famous temptations, Jesus
was being tested. I think it is obvious
that Jesus knew what was ordained,
and He cooperated fully. He voluntarily
fasted for 40 days! Think of the selfdiscipline it would take to endure the
pain of depriving yourself of food for 2
weeks, much less 4 weeks, 5 weeks, 5 ½ weeks. Those
last 4 days, (to reach the goal of 40), would have dragged
by in the most agonizing process of His body literally
eating itself down to the bone – first using its up it’s own
fat stores, then slowly, painfully, consuming its own
muscle mass! If He was a normal weight to begin with,
He would have been skeletal by the end and just standing
would have been a colossal effort of the mind over body!
Was this a trial run for the future agonies of the cross?!

I think the number 40 was chosen by God very
purposefully. The number forty had precedent in the
Old Testament. Israel wandered in the desert 40 years.
Moses was on Mount Sinai for 40
days and nights, where he neither
ate or drank anything [Ex. 34:28]!
Of course that is impossible except
God made it possible! Elijah walked for 40 days in
the desert to hear from God on Mount Horeb and God
was not in the wind, earthquake, or fire, but in that
quiet voice! Jonah preached to Nineveh for 40 days!
This extended fast showed an absolute mastery of
Jesus over His humanity, body and mind. Was this a
trial run for the self-discipline required for the agonies
of the cross?

These temptations follow the
pattern outlined in [1 John 2:16]
1) Lust of the flesh – “sinful
cravings - NIV” – The
appetites of the body – need for food, sex, comfort / as
opposed to desire for greater stimulation - gluttony
2) Lust of the eyes (mind) – the need to possess the best
of what we have seen - to have what appeals to us.
3) The pride of life – “boasting of what he has and does
- NIV” - Ego-feeding possession of ever greater status,
greater power over other people, and more property.
“I want to distinguish myself from the masses. I want
to have more than others! I want to be a STAR!”

Vs. 4 – Physical cravings – the pitch - “IF YOU ARE THE SON
OF GOD, do something God-like! If you are Creator/God
who gave the command and made all material things out
of nothingness, it is a snap for you to command these
stones to be re-created into bread” It was a taunt! Satan

knew the identity of Jesus better than anyone!
Was this a temptation to sin? It is hard to see a sin here. Jesus
did need food - desperately. However, succumbing to taunts and
taking the dare is a basic human response. Even in extreme
weakness, Jesus was proving He was not just human! He had
the Divine nature complete with the immovable self-discipline of
God. His bodily cravings and desires were held in check by His
iron-clad will. He was in complete control of His bodily urges.
They did not control Him as they do us!
[Deuteronomy 8:3] Jesus is
demonstrating to humanity that there is
another not-as-immediately-apparent
human need that is even more important
for sustaining life! We need authority/leadership!

“Man does not live on bread alone, but
on every word that comes from the
mouth of
God”
Notice the respect that Jesus shows for the authority of the
scriptures. The passage He quoted asserts that scripture
comes from the mouth of God (through the prophets).
Jesus is the “Word of God” [John 1:1] and could have
used original thoughts with equal authority, but He defers
to using strictly the scriptures to refute the Devil, showing
all His followers that the scriptures truly are a great divine
gift to the people of God in our battles against the clever
schemes of Satan. We should revere the pages of scripture
as Jesus did, and grant them the authority in our lives that
Jesus gave them!

To do anything less is akin to elevating our own
thoughts, instincts, judgments, morality and ethics and
making them of higher value than His! That is the
original sin in Eden repackaged, modernized! The
result of original sin is that human
history is a red-themed collage of
back-to-back-to-back tragedies
depicting the sorry aftermath of
original sin! It is stained throughout its long timeline
with the blood and tears of its victims! The people of
this age continue being added to this grotesque
collage!

This should lead to the logical conclusion that we
cannot play fast and loose with our own contrary
interpretations of God’s written word, or we invite
personal disaster! We are not smarter than our
ancestors or above perpetuating the cycle of their
disasters. The Bible says what it says. Figure
it out and deal with it! But please don’t think
you can get away with disagreeing with God
without repercussions. It’s a simple matter of
cause and effect. *For instance, God says its
poison, I say it’s candy. I eat it, contrary to His
warnings and prohibitions. Then I suffer and suffer
until misery becomes my normal! Simple cause
and effect!

This story only gets better!
Hard questions
Can scripture be used to tempt us?
Does Satan actually hold dominion over
the world, and if so, where does God fit in?
Does Satan ever keep his promises?
Could Jesus ever really be tempted?
These are hard questions that need to be answered, and
this passage and other passages that cross-reference
this topic, give us the clues we need to draw
reasonably solid conclusions – conclusions that make
sense and satisfy our need for truthful answers.

