The Obedience of Jesus (Matt. 4:1–11)
By Jacob D. Gerber

As we saw in our previous study, Jesus accomplished something significant during his
temptation. Not only did he receive personal preparation through the temptation for his future
ministry, but he succeeded where Adam had failed and where Israel had failed. Ultimately, by
resisting the devil, Jesus bound Satan (the strong man; Matt. 12:29) so that he could plunder the
kingdom of darkness. While these accomplishments were unique to Jesus in his own temptation,
Jesus also oﬀers to us a paradigm for how we too should face temptation. Specifically, through this
story, Jesus gives us a pattern for walking by faith.

Is God Good? (Matt. 4:1–4)
Matthew records for us that “Then [i.e., after his baptism] Jesus was led up by the Spirit [ὑπὸ τοῦ
πνεύµατος; hupo tou pneumatos] into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil [ὑπὸ τοῦ διαβόλου;
hupo tou diabolou]” (v. 1). This brief sentence is filled with important theological content. First, we
see that Jesus “was led.” This is a verb stated passively, describing something that happened to Jesus,
rather than something that Jesus actively did. On the construction of this verb, R. C. H. Lenski
writes, “This passive verb, however, in no way expresses a reluctance on the part of Jesus to meet the
tempter. It intends to bring out the very opposite: the willingness of Jesus to do the divine will.”1
Following immediately after Jesus’ baptism, where the Spirit descended upon Jesus like a dove (Matt.
3:16), it is striking to see that the next action of the Spirit is to lead Jesus into the wilderness to be
tempted.2 Although Matthew does not always tell us this explicitly, we should understand that the
Holy Spirit will play an unseen role in leading Jesus in the same way throughout the rest of his
earthly life.3
Importantly, however, it is not the Spirit who tempts Jesus, but the devil, so that the language
“by the Spirit” and “by the devil” are constructed in parallel, with the preposition ὑπὸ (hupo).4 On
this point, Craig Blomberg observers, “By this phrasing, Matthew warns against two common errors
—blaming God for temptation and crediting the devil with power to act independently of God.”5
Furthermore, Matthew’s description of Jesus’ willingness to be led by the Spirit is instructive in how
we should approach temptation: “it wards oﬀ the idea that Jesus entered into this temptation of his
own accord when at this very beginning of his ministry it might have been wise to avoid such a
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decisive test. We often rashly subject ourselves to temptation. Jesus was led into his ordeal by his
Father’s own Spirit.”6 Indeed, far from suggesting that we should rush headlong into tempting
situations, Jesus will teach us to pray that we would not be led into temptation (Matt. 6:13).
Earlier, we discussed how the forty days and forty nights of Jesus’ fasting (v. 2) was a symbolic
re-enactment of the forty years where Israel wandered in the wilderness. Functionally, this lengthy
time of fasting forms the critical background information for the first temptation, for the fasting left
Jesus “hungry.” There are two Old Testament parallels to forty-day fasts in Moses (Ex. 34:28; Deut.
9:9) and Elijah (1 Kgs. 19:8).7 Both of those events were in the midst of close encounters with God
(Moses on Mount Sinai; Elijah when God meets him by the still, small voice), and we should
probably understand that Jesus also spent this time in close communion with his Father, through the
Spirit who led him into the wilderness. While Jesus may have enjoyed rich spiritual fare during this
time, his body was weakened, putting him at a serious disadvantage far beyond what Adam and Eve
faced during their temptation, since they could eat freely of every other tree of the garden in
paradise, while Jesus ate nothing for forty days in the wilderness.8
When Satan comes, the tempter immediately attacks Jesus’ physical weakness by tempting Jesus
to turn stones into bread (v. 3). What, though, would have been the sin in what Satan suggests here?
Certainly, there is nothing sinful about eating, especially since we could hardly consider it to be
gluttony for Jesus to eat after forty days and forty nights of fasting.9 Furthermore, there would be
nothing directly sinful about eating food that he himself had created, since Jesus in all likelihood ate
at his miraculously created feasts for the 5,000 and the 4,000 later in his ministry.10 As in the garden
of Eden, the temptation of Jesus is not about the physicality of the food.
Instead, the temptation comes when Satan adds a sinful spiritual element to the suggestion about
the food: “If you are the Son of God….” This is a direct reference to the declaration of the Father at
Jesus’ baptism in Matthew 3:17. Nevertheless, Satan is too subtle to challenge Jesus’ sonship head-on.
Instead, Satan is testing whether Jesus will exploit his sonship to meet his own physical needs.
Brandon Crowe writes, “Thus, one could translate the tempter’s challenges: ‘Since you are the Son of
God,’ which accords with the filial emphasis of the heavenly voice in the baptism. In other words,
the devil is not testing the fact of Jesus’s sonship but the mode of Jesus’s sonship.”11 Or, as D. A.
Carson writes, “Satan is not inviting Jesus to doubt his sonship but to reflect on its meaning. Sonship
of the living God, he suggests, surely means Jesus has the power and right to satisfy his own needs.”12
By this temptation, the “devil is trying to drive a wedge between the newly declared Son and his
Father.”13 That is, Satan is trying to lead Jesus to doubt and distrust his Heavenly Father: “Satan made
a direct attack on the faith of Christ, in the hope that, after destroying his faith, he would drive
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Christ to unlawful and wicked methods of procuring food.”14 It is though Satan is saying, “God even
allowed the Israelites to eat in the wilderness!15 Shouldn’t you, the unique Son of God, have the same
privileges?”
Jesus’ answer exposes the true intent of Satan’s ruse (v. 4). Unlike Adam and Eve, Jesus does not
allow Satan to use food “awaken distrust of God and of God’s Word.”16 In his response, Jesus is not
suggesting that the Bible will “fill the stomach. But it is a question of priority (which Jesus will
express in another form in 6:24–33). Obedience to God’s will takes priority over self-gratification,
even over the apparently essential provision of food.”17 Jesus’ manner of responding is just as
important as the content. Unlike Eve, Jesus does not enter into a dialogue with Satan, debating and
reasoning with him about the boundaries and limitations of obedience (“How much could I do before
sinning?”; cf. Gen. 3:1–5). Instead, Jesus utters nothing here but the words of the Bible, from
Deuteronomy 8:3. As Calvin writes, “The first thing to be observed here is, that Christ uses Scripture
as his shield: for this is the true way of fighting, if we wish to make ourselves sure of the victory.
With good reason does Paul say, that, ‘the sword of the Spirit is the word of God,’ and enjoin us to
‘take the shield of faiths’ (Ephesians 6:16,17.)”18 When Satan attacks, we cede the upper ground by
reasoning with him, for he cannot be reasoned with, and reasoning with him gives him more rope
that he will use to hang us. More so, reasoning with Satan betrays a posture of openness toward
following his schemes and designs. Jesus admits no discussion, but declines the temptation with a
decisive appeal to Scripture. By this, Jesus intimates that God has spoken, so that nothing more needs
to be said. This is a closed posture toward temptation—the only godly posture toward sin that we can
take.
Adam and Eve did not withstand the first volley of fiery arrows from the Enemy, but crumpled
immediately under the suggestions of Satan. Jesus, on the contrary, passes this first test, and he does
this in spite of the disadvantages that he had in comparison with Adam and Eve. As R. C. H. Lenski
writes, “What succeeded in Eden, in that land of plenty, failed in the destitute wilderness. What
succeeded in the case of Adam and Eve who were well-fed, failed in the case of Jesus, who was in
great hunger. The temptation assailed Jesus from his human side; he resisted it, not by means of his
divinity, but as man, with his trust in God and in God’s Word.”19 Satan, however, is not done with
his attacks against the Lord.

How Do We Know God Is Good? (Matt. 4:5–7)
Next, the devil takes Jesus to Jerusalem (“the holy city”) and “set him on the pinnacle of the
temple” (v. 5). The word for “temple” is ἱερόν (hieron), referring to all the buildings in the entire
temple complex, and not ναός (naos) which referred to the sanctuary of the temple itself (the single
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building containing the holy places, etc.) itself.20 Once more, Satan grounds his temptation upon the
provocation, “If you are the Son of God….” While the two clauses are identical in v. 3 and v. 5, the
intent runs in opposite directions. Here, Satan seeks “to induce Christ to make trial of his divinity,
and to rise up, in foolish and wicked rashness, against God.”21 This is more than testing whether
Jesus will simply remain hungry for a little while longer; this is asking Jesus to put his sonship to a
decisive test. Lenski contrasts the two temptations nicely: “As the first temptation, under the plea of
acting like a true son, tries to lead to distrust of the Father, so the second temptation, under the same
plea, tries to lead to a false trust of the Father.”22
To bolster the temptation, Satan appeals to Scripture, by citing the promises of Psalm 91:11, 12.
By this, Satan puts a false dichotomy to Jesus: either (1) if God’s Word is true, then Jesus must
demonstrate his faith in what God has said by submitting to Satan’s temptation; or (2) if Jesus does
not jump oﬀ the building, he does not believe that God’s Word is true. Jesus exposes the hidden
assumption when he cites Deuteronomy 6:16. God’s Word is true, but “whoever desires to make an
experiment of the divine power, when there is no necessity for it, tempts God by subjecting his
promises to an unfair trial.”23 Jesus would not be trusting God by jumping oﬀ the temple; he would
be testing God’s truthfulness. This would reveal a desire for certainty and control, rather than faith,
by seeking to know that God is able to protect him, rather than trusting that God will do what he says
that he will do: “it would demonstrate a lack of filial trust and a doubting of his Father’s competence
or dependability.”24 As with his earlier response, Jesus says nothing beyond the Scripture. He once
again refuses to enter into a dialogue about this temptation, but flatly refuses it.

Is There Any Good Apart From God? (Matt. 4:8–11)
In the third and final temptation, the devil takes Jesus to a very high mountain, and he shows
him “all the kingdoms of the world and their glory” (v. 8). It is diﬃcult to know where exactly the
devil might have taken Jesus to see all this, but there is no reason to dismiss this account as merely
Jesus’ psychological fantasy. In this last temptation, Satan no longer tests Jesus’ sonship.25 Instead,
Satan tests Christ’s mission of coming to claim all the kingdoms of the world for himself, but to do so
apart from God’s plan: “The kind of temptation here described was, that Christ should seek, in
another manner than from God, the inheritance which he has promised to his children.”26 The
Father did send Jesus in to the world to gain all the kingdoms of the world; however, this mission
would require the suﬀering of his entire life, and especially the suﬀering of the cross. The allure of
this temptation is that Jesus will be able to claim these kingdoms by bypassing suﬀering.27 Thus, this
is a pragmatic temptation.
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It is only at this point that Jesus adds his own words on top of what has been written down in the
Scriptures, and he does so because of his “holy indignation” at the temptation.28 Satan’s scheme is no
longer hidden and veiled, but open and unashamed, demanding that Jesus worship him, in direct
violation to the First Commandment. Jesus is infuriated by such blasphemy, and he casts away Satan
from his presence. After this, the angels came and ministered to Jesus (v. 11). The temptation is over;
Satan has no options left to try, for Jesus has vanquished him at every turn. To be sure, Jesus will face
more tests, but he has defeated and bound Satan, thus opening up a clear path for plundering the
kingdom of darkness that has laid the world in captivity since the Fall of Adam and Eve.

Discussion Questions
1. What is Satan really after when he tempts Jesus to turn the stones into bread? Why does Satan
bring up Jesus’ sonship to the Father (“If you are the Son of God…”)? How might Jesus be tempted
to believe that it would be good for him to turn the stones into bread? Where have you faced similar
temptations to distrust God’s goodness for you? What part of God’s goodness are you quickest to
doubt? How might the Bible address those doubts?
2. What is Satan really after when he tempts Jesus to jump oﬀ the pinnacle of the temple? Why does
Satan again bring up Jesus’ sonship to the Father? How might Jesus be tempted to put his Father to
the test in order to confirm his Father’s goodness to him? Where you have faced similar temptations
to put God to the test to prove his goodness toward you? Where do you want to gain certainty and
control over your life that goes beyond the promises of the Bible?
3. Why does Satan oﬀer Jesus all the kingdoms of the world? To what degree does this temptation
align with Jesus’ mission in coming to this earth? What would Jesus have to give up in order to gain
Satan’s promises? Where are you tempted to seek good outside of God and God’s will? What do you
have to give up in order to gain what the world, the flesh, and the devil oﬀer to you? How does the
Bible teach us to find good in God alone?
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