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Spirit, Lead Me Into Temptation 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted... – Matthew 4:1-11  

 

There are two words which people who write the blurbs for the jackets of books and 

videos use a lot, because they know they sell. The two words are “sin” and 

“temptation.” You know what I mean. A book might be described as “a spell-binding  

tale of forbidden passion, temptation and sin.” In our culture temptation usually refers 

to the lure of a piece of chocolate fudge or raspberry cheesecake, or to some sexual 

experience which crosses some boundary.  

 

Each year, as we begin the season of Lent, we hear this story of Jesus’ temptations, 

and we reflect on our own temptations. Lent is a season for reflecting on the way in 

which we participate in patterns of sinfulness, the ways in which we help to nail Jesus 

to the cross in our own lives. Those patterns of sinfulness are often not things that we 

recognize as wrong, until we consciously raise them to awareness and recognize how 

problematic they are. So, for example, throughout this season of Lent, we will be 

lamenting the ways in which relations between indigenous and non-indigenous 

peoples are distorted and sinful. For many people, it takes a mental shift to recognize 

that reality. Until we make that shift, it is just the way things are. Our temptations are 

the ways in which forces in our society and our own personalities lure us to ways of 

thinking or behaving which are contrary to God’s intention for us.  

 

I want to point out three things that I think we can learn from this story about Jesus’ 

temptations. First, to talk about temptation at all is to suggest that we have important 

choices to make, choices between right and wrong, good and bad, true and false. Not 

every choice falls into this category, of course; there are many choices to make which 

are matters of taste: the kind of music we like, the clothes we find comfortable, the 

foods we enjoy, the sports or entertainments we appreciate. The theological term for 

matters which are of no real moral significance is “adiophora,” matters of 

indifference. But to use the language of temptation is to suggest that there are some 



issues which genuinely are choices of moral significance and cannot be reduced to 

something which doesn’t really matter.  

 

Second, temptation is to be attracted to something which we recognize as good in 

some way. So the story of Adam and Eve in the garden says that the forbidden tree 

was “good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be 

desired to make one wise.” In short it was attractive. Temptations are always things 

which are pleasurable, or enjoyable, or desirable. Food is a good thing; chocolate is a 

good thing; sex is a good thing!     

 

But and this is the third thing, temptation means to be attracted to something good, but 

in the wrong way, and at the wrong time. Temptation means to be attracted to the 

good, in a way that will not actually achieve the good we want.  

 

The temptations of Jesus are all temptations to power: turning stones into bread is 

economic power; throwing himself from the pinnacle of the temple would be religious 

power, and ruling over all the nations of the earth would be military power. Power is a 

good thing, if we use it to achieve worthy ends, but the desire for power easily 

becomes a desire for power for its’ own sake. Jesus is tempted to do and be what 

everyone expects the Messiah to do and be: a provider of food, a miracle worker, a 

military leader who will replace the Roman emperor at the peak of imperial power. 

They would not be temptations if they weren’t attractive, if they weren’t desirable. 

But Jesus rejects them, not because they are evil in themselves, but because he cannot 

accomplish what God wants him to accomplish by pursuing that kind of power.  

 

The secret to dealing with temptation is to name it for what it is, to recognize that it 

involves a fundamental choice between right and wrong, that it is the desire for 

something good, but in a way that will not ultimately give us what we want and need. 

There is a puzzling detail in this story. It says that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the 

wilderness to be tempted. Why would the Spirit lead Jesus into temptation if 

temptation is a bad thing? That suggests that temptations have something to teach us. 

We may need to wrestle with the tempter until, like Jacob wrestling with the angel, we 

receive a blessing. 

 

Three examples: A business woman may be tempted to cut some corners,  to cheat on 

her  taxes  or gyp her customers or unfairly undercut a competitor. That person might 



give into the temptation or resist it, but neither option will yield a blessing. Perhaps 

there is another possibility:  That temptation might just be a still, small voice, calling  

her to re-evaluate her values,  goals and lifestyle, to see business not as a way to make 

a living, but as a way to provide a service to the community. The temptation might 

just be the call of God opening the possibility of a new and more fulfilling life.  

 

Second example: A man tempted to be unfaithful to his wife might simply resist the 

temptation, which won't necessarily make it go away, or give into it, wrecking his 

family in the process. But perhaps there is another possibility. The temptation may be 

the voice of the Spirit warning that all is not right at home. Instead of just choosing to 

go on with things as they are, or creating a whole new set of problems, he might try to 

figure out the source of his dissatisfaction and put that energy into a new and more 

satisfying  relationship  with the one to whom he has promised fidelity.  

 

Third example: A church member who is frustrated with an uninspiring community of 

faith, might drift away, might start attending another church, or might hunker down 

and put up with the frustrations as a Christian duty. But perhaps there is another 

possibility. The temptation may be the still, small voice of God, alerting you to 

concerns that the community of faith needs to pay attention to. That church member 

might meditate on the source of their dissatisfaction and find appropriate people to 

talk with so that those insights can nurture the faith of the community.   

 

In this season of Lent,  which lasts, like Jesus' fast in the wilderness,  for  forty days,  

we take the time to reflect on our lives and values and goals,  we listen to the voices 

within and around us, trying to sort out which is the voice of God, and which is the 

voice of the tempter. Lent is a time for thoughtful reflection on our inner life, our 

priorities, our values, our hopes and dreams. Over the next forty days, I encourage you 

to spend a few minutes each day in silence, observing your thoughts, and testing them 

against our deepest understanding of the way that God wants us to live. Like Jesus, we 

may find that some of those thoughts, priorities, hopes, values and dreams are the 

voice of the tempter.  Like Jesus, we may find that recognizing our temptations opens 

the door to a wonderful opportunity to see beyond the obvious and expected to a life 

full of rich blessings. AMEN.  
 

 


