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Refocus: The Jesus Nobody Knows 
Matthew 4:1-11 

A Sermon by Pastor Bob Kells 
 
This week we begin a series taking us through Easter called Refocus.   

Each week, we will listen to some stories about Jesus’ life and ministry.   

All of these stories are familiar to us and I know we have our own ideas 

about their meaning.   

In each case, we want to “re-hear” these stories to learn what they can tell us 

about Jesus, God and us. 

The Word of God is like a deep well: each time we go back to it, we draw 

some new insights and new meanings from it that will help us in our 

spiritual journey.   

We will need all the help we can get because our journey over the next few 

weeks takes us to a place few of us wants to go—to the place of ultimate 

pain and suffering—the Cross. 

Before we get there, we need to hear several stories about Jesus; stories that 

begin to answer the question: who is this man? 

It’s this question that is at the center of Matthew’s Gospel. It’s the question 

asked throughout the book of Matthew as Jesus taught the people with 

authority, fed thousands of people with a few loaves of bread, stilled a 

raging storm at sea, and forgave sins. 

The people who grew up with Jesus and lived in the same town asked the 

same question: Isn’t this the carpenter, Mary’s son? 

Who is this man? 

Two thousand years later and people still ask this same question. 

Today, we begin with the story of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness.   

This is a very familiar story for us and we know how it goes: 
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- The Holy Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness where he goes on a 40 
day fast. 

- The devil comes to him at the end of the fast and tempts him three 
times. 

- Each time, Jesus quotes scripture and refuses to give in to temptation. 
- The devil leaves and angels minister to Jesus as he recovers from his 

fast. 
When we hear this story, we are tempted to think this lesson is meant to 

teach us how to avoid temptation. 

Well, it is and it isn’t. 

For us, the story is essentially about renouncing allegiances to anything that 

will distract us from following God (more on that later). 

But the main purpose of this story is not so much about how to resist 

temptation.   

The main purpose of this story is to answer the question “Who is this 

man?” by establishing Jesus’ identity as the Messiah, the true Son of 

God. 

One of the TV shows that I can get hooked on easily is Law & Order.  
It’s kind of a running joke in our family that if I’m sitting in the living 
room and an episode of Law & Order comes on, I’ve got about two 
minutes to escape or else I’m hooked and I need to watch the rest of 
the show.  I like the combination of police work and the courtroom 
drama that’s depicted in this show.  One of the things the lawyers try 
to do is establish the character of their clients.  The defense attorneys 
will call in character witnesses to say good things about the defendant; 
or the prosecutor will try to introduce evidence that raises questions 
about the reliability of the witness.  All of this is done to try and get at 
the truth about the character of a person. 

This story about the temptation in the wilderness is a little like a courtroom 

drama.  It is evidence of Jesus’ identity as the Son of God. 



 3 

The writer of Matthew may not have been a lawyer but he knew his 

audience would get the point when he told them this story because in it they 

heard echoes of Israel’s story and of the hoped-for Messiah: 

- Jesus was baptized by John the Baptizer in the Jordan River just 
before heading off into the wilderness where he fasted for 40 days and 
40 nights in preparation for his ministry.  Here is the echo of the 
people of Israel being led out of Egypt, freed from slavery, crossing 
another body of water—The Red Sea.  After that, they spend 40 years 
wandering in the wilderness as God prepared them to enter the 
Promised Land. 

- Jesus is tempted by the devil: “If you are the son of God…”; and in 
each temptation, there is another echo of Israel’s story: 

o Turn these stones into bread: God provided manna—sometimes 
called the “bread of heaven”—in the wilderness for Israel to 
satisfy their hunger.  Would Jesus do the same to satisfy his 
own desires? 

o Jump and let God rescue you: Go ahead; demonstrate your 
faith.  Test God and let’s see what happens.  Here the echo is of 
the time in the wilderness when Israel tested God.  They asked 
“Is the Lord among us or not?” Can we trust God?  (Exodus 
17:1-7).1 

o Worship me and I will give you the kingdoms of earth: Change 
your allegiance, the devil says, and I will give you untold 
political power.  This echoes Israel’s entire history of covenant 
making and covenant breaking; of turning to God in time of 
trouble, and turning away from God to worship gods of gold 
and of stone. 

Jesus would be different.  That’s what the story of the temptations tells us. 

Israel was called to be God’s people, a holy nation, to bring God’s healing 

Word to the whole world.  But Israel missed the mark.  Israel sinned and fell 

short of God’s glory. 
                                                
1 Judith Jones, “Commentary on Matthew 4:1-11,” Workingpreacher.org, article on internet, 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=1973, accessed 6 March 2014. 
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- Unlike Israel, Jesus would resist the temptations and prove to be the 
true Son of God.   

- Unlike Israel, Jesus would remain obedient to God’s Word. 
- Jesus would do what Israel could not; and by suffering, he would 

fulfill the calling to be the one through whom all the nations of the 
world would be reconciled to God. 

There were further temptations ahead for Jesus on the road to Jerusalem but 

none so great as in his final hours as he hung on the cross to die.  People 

passing by taunted him, prodding him to use his power to save himself.   

And the old question appeared again: “If you are the Son of God, come 

down from the cross” (Matthew 27:40).   

C’mon Jesus.  You can do it.  You have the power.  Save yourself. 

But he did not. 

He trusted God and remained the obedient Son.  And as a result, God took 

Jesus through death and out the other side, into God’s glorious future—a 

future of eternal life. 

And it is left to a Roman centurion standing at the foot of the Cross to 

announce his true identity: “Truly, this man was God’s Son” (Matthew 

27:54). 

My friends, none of us will face the same temptations that Jesus faced.  No 

one will ask us to turn stones into bread or offer us the nations of the world. 

But we are tempted every day to renounce our allegiance to God and 

worship at the altar of the gods of this world: Money, power, pleasure. 

These three are the essence of the temptations we face on a daily basis. 

And it doesn’t take much to give in to the allure of these false gods. 

It happens when we give in to selfishness, pride, fear and the need to control 

everything around us. 

All of us are subject to these temptations. 



 5 

All of us give in to them from time to time, myself included. 

But part of our identity as children of God is knowing that God offers us 

forgiveness thanks to the obedience of Jesus. 

You see, we are like Israel.  

We try to remain faithful, and we should.  But somewhere along the way we 

give in to temptation and we miss the mark. 

“When our love failed, God’s love remains steadfast.”  Those words are 

straight out of our communion liturgy. 

God’s grace is freely given to us when we acknowledge our sins, renounce 

our allegiance to the dark forces of this world, and turn again to the One 

True God. 

In these times of temptation we remember the words of the Apostle Paul: 

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” 

(2 Corinthians 12:9).  

The season of Lent offers us an opportunity to reaffirm our identity as 

children of the Living God.  One of the ways we can do that is to practice 

some spiritual disciplines during these 40 days that bring us closer to God. 

 (Refer to insert with Lenten disciplines). 

I want to invite you to take some time today to review this list and choose 

one or more of these activities that suits your spiritual needs. 

Amen. 

 


