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Matthew 4:1

I can never read of Jesus being tempted without thinking of the rock opera Jesus

Christ Superstar. I saw it again at the Jubilee last year and the performance has once

again imprinted in my mind how we (along with the Devil) misinterpret miracles. I now

have come to understand that stage and film productions use intentional anachronisms.

Errors in chronology, mistakes in events, misplacement of objects, and exaggerating the

personal traits and customs of a particular people is effective in getting our attention.

In Jesus Christ Superstar Sir Andrew Lord Weber interprets the end of John’s Gospel

having Herod mock Jesus by singing: “So, you are the Christ, you're the great Jesus

Christ. Prove to me that you're divine; change my water into wine” and inviting Jesus to

rock the cynics singing “Prove to me that you're no fool; walk across my swimming

pool.” Herod promises to let Jesus go free if he’ll just do these tricks for the king and the

crowd.

In Matthew’s Gospel for today, we heard the Tempter present three ways of sinning to

Jesus. All three are sins against the great Commandment “You shall love the Lord your

God with all your heart, ... soul, and ... might.” The heart is the seat of will, of moral

choice; the soul means life; and might represents possessions. The devil invited Jesus to

turn stones into bread to which Jesus responded that humans do not live by bread alone.

Certainly providing food for hungry people is a good thing. But Jesus was sent to do

God’s bidding, not Satan’s. The devil took Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple that

probably overlooked the temple courts and the deep Kidron Valley and threatened to

throw him off so that God’s angels could swoop in dramatically and save the Son of God.

Jesus said “Don’t tempt God – your God, Mr. Beelzebub!” God may always be on call,

but you cannot presume that God is your own personal 911 dial-up emergency service

provider. And testing God’s protection by unnecessarily risking life would have been a

mockery of real martyrdom – and of Jesus’s sacrifice that was to come. Finally the devil
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took Jesus up to a very high mountain where all the world could be seen (which of course

is impossible), and the devil offered all that they could see to Jesus if only he would fall

down and worship him. He invited Jesus to choose personal wealth and power over God,

but Jesus said “get behind me,” and he reminds the devil that he might have had

dominion over the evil powers of the world, but that he – the devil himself – and we – are

called to worship God only and that God has authority over heaven and earth, not Satan.

Moses and Elijah both fasted for 40 days as they prepared for their roles as God’s
agents to Israel. Now Jesus after his Baptism in the Jordan by John has gone to fast and
pray for 40 days. To keep today’s reading in perspective, we must remember that as he
came out of the water of Baptism, the heavens opened up and the Spirit of God
descended like a dove to Jesus. And God’s voice boomed from heaven: “This is my Son,
my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” Jesus was anointed by God, empowered by
God to carry out God’s purposes; Jesus was to be God’s agent, just as Moses and Elijah
were, but more so. Jesus was led by the Spirit to the wilderness away from the powers of
the world to prepare to do God’s will. After fasting for 40 days and 40 nights Jesus surely

must have been famished. And he must have been sunburned from his time in the desert

and scraped up from his wilderness experience. So when the devil left him, God’s angels

came and ministered to him. Then Jesus returned to Galilee to begin his ministry there.

His disciples they knew nothing of his time in the wilderness. Jesus’s 40 day fast and his

temptation by the devil and his triumph over those temptations reflected Jesus’s own

inner battle with his conscience as he prepared to live into his calling.

I believe that we are being called to love God with all our hearts and souls and all our

might this Lent. If it takes abstinence for this calling to become clear to us, by all means

let us abstain from those things that would distract us from our devotion to God.

However, adopting a new spiritual discipline would also be a way to love God with all

our heart and soul and might.

Herod in Jesus Christ Superstar misinterpreted Jesus’s miracles as proof of his

divinity– of his being God’s Son. And the devil in today’s Gospel over-exaggerated his
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own status in all of the temptations for Jesus to sin against the great Commandment. Both

are anachronistic at best, and we do wonder – it does make us scratch our heads and

wonder – how we might paint a picture Jesus the Christ – Jesus the Superstar – to the

world. Would we portray him as God’s beloved – as the one who taught us how to love

with all our hearts and souls and all our might? Or would we have the world believe that

Jesus was just a great Prophet who did miracles to show his power over the world –

changing water into wine, walking on water, feeding thousands with five fish and two

barley loaves, and healing broken bodies? No, no, surely our Jesus is the Son of God who

revealed God’s love to the world through his mighty acts – not through showmanship.


