
Commentaries on Luke 4:1-13 

The Temptations of Jesus (4:1–13)* Most lives have a moment of truth, a crossroads where 

one’s mettle is tested and one’s character emerges. In such moments the ethical options stand out 

starkly, and the choice that is made reveals on which road a person is traveling. 

Satan’s temptations of Jesus are such a moment for the recently anointed Son. How is the 

“beloved Son” going to carry out his task? His choices reveal his commitment and also point to 

the road of faithfulness and dependence that disciples should travel. 

The event can also be compared to a cosmic, heavyweight championship fight. This is but the 

first round of many battles Jesus will have with Satan and other demonic forces throughout Luke’s 

Gospel. Though at points, like the crucifixion, it looks as if Satan wins, Luke tells us not to be 

fooled about who is the stronger force. 

Finally, Jesus’ numerous quotes from Deuteronomy in response to these wilderness 

temptations recall another time and place where temptation and God’s chosen met in the 

wilderness. During the exodus, the Israelite nation failed this test. Jesus succeeds where Israel 

failed. What is more, the genealogy immediately preceding this account has named Jesus as Son 

of Adam and Son of God. The echo of Genesis 3 cannot be missed. What Adam failed to do as 

representative of all humanity, Jesus succeeds in doing. Jesus’ success is the first of many TKOs 

Jesus will deliver against Satan; the victory serves to reverse a string of defeats humanity has 

suffered at the hands of this deceptive, elusive enemy. Jesus shows that spirituality does not always 

take the easiest road; it trusts God’s word and remains faithful to his way. 

The temptation recorded here is paralleled in Matthew 4:1–11 and Mark 1:12–13. Mark simply 

mentions Jesus’ successful response, while Matthew narrates the same three temptations as Luke 

but in a different order. Matthew’s second temptation is Luke’s third (at the temple in Jerusalem), 

while Luke’s second temptation is Matthew’s third (the offering of all the kingdoms on the earth). 

This is a case where one Gospel writer has rearranged the order, and either writer could be 

responsible. But it is more likely that Luke has placed the Jerusalem scene last, as the climactic 

encounter, for literary reasons. Luke will highlight Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem (9:51–19:44), the 

nation’s central city, as the place Jesus is fated to go and suffer death. So Satan’s offer to 

circumvent that suffering is a truly sinister effort to thwart God’s plan. The placement of this 

temptation last foreshadows the strategic role Jerusalem will have in Luke’s story. 

As significant, threatening and testing as this event is, Luke leaves no doubt that Jesus is 

directed to the desert. He mentions that Jesus is full of the Holy Spirit and is led by the Spirit. Tests 

                                                           
* 4:2 The reference to the wilderness (NIV desert, v. 1) raises the question whether the wilderness 

as a location has any positive or negative symbolic value. The evidence of Luke is mixed, so a symbolic 

force is not likely. Sometimes the wilderness is where demons are encountered (8:29; 11:24), but other 

times it is a place of repose to find God (1:80; 3:2; 5:16; 7:24). 

Also interesting is the reference to forty days. This is a common number in the Bible. Israel 

wandered for forty years (Num 14:33; 32:13). Forty lashes was the maximum punishment a man could 

receive (Deut 25:3). Forty days was the period of uncleanliness after birth (Lev 12:1–4). The flood lasted 

forty days (Gen 7:4, 12). Ezekiel bore Israel’s iniquity symbolically for forty days (Ezek 4:6). Reigns of key 

kings like Saul, David and Solomon lasted forty years (2 Sam 5:5; 1 Kings 11:42; Acts 13:21). Most 

important for this account, Moses and Elijah fasted for forty days at key points in their ministries (Ex 

34:28; Deut 9:9; 1 Kings 19:8). Usually when the number appears, significant events occur. 



of character are divinely wrought, even when they place us at risk. One need only think of Job. In 

Jesus’ case the tests come after forty days of fasting. The circumstances could not be worse for 

Jesus to deal with the offer of food in verse 3. Jesus’ circumstances could provide him a ready 

rationalization for giving in. The contrast of this temptation to that of Adam and Eve in the Garden 

of Eden could not be greater. Adam and Eve had everything they needed to eat, but Jesus meets 

Satan in the midst of hunger and deprivation. 

The first temptation raises questions of God’s care and provision. Jesus’ reply in terms of 

Deuteronomy 8:3 makes the issue God’s goodness in providing for and protecting those who are 

his, just as the original setting suggested for Israel. Satan’s words “if you are the Son of God” are 

a subtle appeal to Jesus’ power, presenting the premise as if it were true. The assumption is that 

Jesus can act on his own here. But for Jesus to take action independent of God would have 

represented a lack of faith in God’s goodness. Jesus’ reply from Deuteronomy, “man does not live 

on bread alone,” reveals that one’s well-being is not limited to being well fed. As necessary as 

food is, it is not as important as being sustained by the Word of God. For Jesus, truth is living in 

awareness of God’s promise of care and relying on him even when God leads him into the 

wilderness. If Jesus is God’s beloved Son, as was declared at the baptism, God will care for him. 

Such trust is exemplary. 

The second temptation is Satan’s invitation to engage in false worship. It represents a challenge 

to the first commandment to worship God alone (Ex 20:3). Apparently Jesus is given some type 

of visionary experience of the kingdoms of the earth and is offered total authority by Satan. As 

Satan makes the offer in verse 6, he places you (soi) in the emphatic position as if to say, “Look 

what can be yours!” This effort to entice recalls James’s remarks about how sin emerges when our 

desires lure and ensnare us into sin (Jas 1:14–15). Satan is trying to lure Jesus through an appeal 

to power. The Greek reads, “To you I will give all this authority and glory; for it has been delivered 

to me, and I give it to whom I will. If you, then, will worship me, I will give it to you.” The devil’s 

offer is deception at its best, a half-truth. Though he has great power (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2 

Cor 4:4; Eph 2:2; Rev 13:2—pictured as a dragon), he does not have authority to offer Jesus 

everything. The offer itself reflects extreme self-delusion on Satan’s part, or else it is a ruse to get 

Jesus into the same predicament Satan now lives in as a result of his unfaithfulness and rebellion. 

Here is an opportunity to grab power, but to do so and renounce God would be to possess 

destructive power—and ultimately would mean not possessing power at all. Satan is not worthy 

of worship. So Jesus’ reply rejects the offer totally: “Worship the Lord your God and serve him 

only.” The quote is from Deuteronomy 6:13, which follows closely on a passage recited daily by 

Jews, the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4. Jesus is certain that only One deserves his service. It is not 

self or Satan, but God. By putting worship and service together in the verse, Jesus makes it clear 

that both words and life are meant to honor God. 

The third temptation is also probably visionary in character. Jesus is placed on a high point of 

the temple and is urged to jump, to experience the joy of God’s certain protection. The exact 

location at the temple is uncertain; two locales are possible. Some suggest the high temple gate, 

but more likely is the “royal porch” on the temple’s southeast corner, since it loomed over a cliff 

and the Kidron Valley, some 450 feet below (Josephus Antiquities 15.11.5 §§410–12). Satan now 

quotes Scripture himself (Ps 91:11–12) to make it appear that taking a leap would be perfectly 

orthodox. And again the request is made in terms of Jesus’ being the Son, as it was in verse 3. 

Satan plans a private test of God’s faithfulness: “Jesus, before you venture out on this ministry, 

you had better be sure God will care for you. The psalm guarantees your protection, so jump. If 



you are the Son, God will rescue you; if you trust God, you will jump. Just let go and let God care 

for you!” 

We can guess at what Satan really has in mind as we consider the destructive effects of demonic 

possession described in other texts (8:33; 9:39). But Jesus refuses to test God’s provision by 

insisting on a miracle. He will not presume upon God and put a mask on unbelief by seeking to 

confirm God’s trust. So Jesus cites Deuteronomy 6:16: “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” 

The Old Testament background is significant. Israel had presumed about God’s goodness, 

doubting why he had sent them out into the desert and promised them the Promised Land. They 

had tested God at Massah (Ex 17:1–7). Jesus refuses to demand God’s protection on his own terms. 

Such a demand is neither faith nor loyalty; it is sin. 

Having failed, the devil departs for a time. This does not mean he leaves the story until Luke 

22:3, when he reappears to influence Judas. Rather, he works behind the scenes in the various 

demonic encounters Jesus experiences throughout his ministry (as in 10:18; 11:19–23). The 

wilderness temptation is only the first round in Jesus’ victory, but it is the first of many victorious 

rounds. Jesus’ success reveals that he is qualified for ministry. The key to Jesus’ triumph is his 

faithfulness in walking with God wherever God leads him, even in the midst of testing times. Here 

is a loyal and beloved Son who requites God’s love. To love God is to be faithful to him, 

worshiping and serving only him.1 
 

A. The Earthly Testing: Following the Spirit to the Devil (4:1–13) 

SUPPORTING IDEA: Testing people who minister for him is God’s way of preparing 

them to minister. He wants to give them experience in relying on Scripture and 

experiencing him rather than on human qualifications, methods, and abilities. 

4:1–2. John the Baptist disappears and Jesus takes center stage. The One coming to baptize 

with the Spirit and with fire (3:16), and acknowledged by the dove-appearing Spirit (3:22), now 

followed the Spirit into ministry. His first stop was the DESERT, a place of isolation and desolation, 

outside the urban life of the city, outside the cultivated life of the farm country. It was on the stony, 

barren slopes of the Judean mountains toward the Dead Sea and lower Jordan River valley. Here 

robbers and revolutionaries gathered. Civilized people avoided the wilderness. But here Jesus 

followed the Spirit in faith. The stay proved long and arduous—forty days without family, friends, 

fellowship, or food. Only one other person ventured into the desert with Jesus: the devil, Mr. 

Temptation himself. Jesus faced the slandering, tempting adversary for over a month with no 

physical resources. He had to depend on spiritual strength. 

Jesus did not fast because this was a religious requirement. Only the Day of Atonement called 

for national fasting in Israel (Lev. 16:29, 31; 23:27, 32; Num. 29:7), although Israel apparently 

developed other fast days (Jer. 36:6; Zech. 7:5). Other fasts were special occasions of national 

need (1 Sam. 14:24). People in grief, repentance, and intercession might also fast (Num. 30:13; 1 

Kgs. 21:27; Ps. 35:13). Jesus fasted to devote full time to God’s business and God’s presence 

rather than devote time to satisfying his personal needs. Ministry and devotion took top priority 

over physical hunger and self-satisfaction. 

Later, Jesus would teach people to make fasting an intensely personal relationship with God, 

hiding all signs of it from the outside world (Matt. 6:17). Facing the devil is certainly the time to 
                                                           
1 Bock, D.L., 1994. Luke, Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 
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fast, to face God as intensely as possible at the same time the devil faces you. So as Israel wandered 

forty years in the wilderness for disobeying God, so Jesus stayed forty days in the wilderness in 

complete obedience to God. 

4:3. Satan’s first test: “Prove you are the Son of God. Serve yourself, show divine power. 

You are hungry and you have the right to eat. Pick up one of the many rocks lying around here in 

the desert and let God turn it to BREAD so you can eat. Surely he will supply your every need.” 

4:4. Jesus’ answer: “The Bible has a better answer. Look at Deuteronomy 8:3. A person needs 

something much more substantial than bread. God supplies my needs. He knows that my need now 

is something much better than bread. I need power from him to enter the ministry of kingdom good 

news. He is giving me what he knows I need, not what you try to trick me into thinking I need. I 

will listen to God’s Word, not your word. I will serve God, not self.” 

4:5–7. Satan’s second test: “Build the kingdom the quick way—serve me. God wants you to 

establish the kingdom of God. Easily enough done. Come up here a minute. What do you see 

spreading out below you? You can see forever, can’t you? Looks like every kingdom and nation 

in the world spreading out before your eyes.” Note that Matthew places this temptation as the last 

one and situates it on a high mountain. Luke skips this detail. Location makes no difference. 

Purpose makes all the difference. 

Satan makes a startling claim: he has all earthly glory and authority to give away to whomever 

he wants. The Bible makes great claims for him, too. He is “the prince (“ruler,” NRSV) of this 

world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). “The whole world is under the control of the evil one” (1 John 

5:19). He can give it away (Rev. 13:2). Such power is only temporary and delegated power. Satan 

faces ultimate defeat. God’s kingdom will rule the world. 

Jesus must choose between a temporary, worldly kind of power with earthly glory or an eternal 

kind of power with God’s glory. The decision is difficult because the methods are so different. 

God’s method leads to preparation in the desert, a preparation to a cross-carrying ministry. Satan’s 

method leads to a high place with a vision of the whole world. God’s method demands death. 

Satan’s method calls for high living—with one catch. 

So if you worship me, it will all be yours. What a tempting trade! Could the god of this age 

blind the Son of God (see 2 Cor. 4:4)? What is wrong with one moment of worship for full-time 

authority over the world? One-time worship reveals something much deeper. It shows devotion to 

selfish interests, hunger for personal power, willingness to doubt God’s way and go Satan’s way, 

a starting point on a path that has no way back to worship God. 

4:8. Jesus’ answer: “The Bible again has a better answer. Deuteronomy 6:13 says to worship 

God and no one else. That means every minute of my time is devoted to the worship and service 

of God. No time left for you, Satan. I will do it God’s way, even if it is the way of the cross. 

Nothing you have to give is worth giving up my experience and relationship with the Father. He 

has ultimate power. He alone loves me and cares for me. He alone deserves my worship. I will 

listen to Scripture, not to you. I will serve God, not Satan.” 

4:9–11. Satan’s third test: “Show the world who you are. Prove to them in one instant how 

much power you have, what you can do for them. Let God serve you one time. You serve him all 

the time. I will show you how. Come with me to holy Jerusalem, certainly the city of God’s 

kingdom. Stand up here on the highest point of the temple. Look down on the beautiful holy city 

at your feet. They will really be at your feet in a minute if you just listen to me. Scripture tells you 

how to do it. Read Psalm 91:11–12. Surely this passage was talking about Messiah. God will take 

care of his Messiah. He does not want you even to stub your toe. Jump right down. God is faithful. 



He will rescue you in midair. Everyone will see. All will fall at your feet. Your ministry mission 

will be accomplished. I will help a little. Just quickly jump off and wait for God to help.” 

4:12. Jesus’ answer: “You must read the Bible in its context and find its governing principles. 

Deuteronomy 6:16 gives one: ‘Do not put God to the test.’ You are the tempter, the one who puts 

people to the test. God is not a tempter, nor is he to be tempted. I will trust God to do things his 

way. We will work on the ministry of kingdom good news like he wants to. Your way is slick and 

sassy. It makes great marketing sense. One problem: It is not God’s way. I will serve God and 

never ask him to serve me. Worshiping God is not a trade-off, give me this and I will give you 

that. Worshiping God is total devotion to him no matter the cost. I will serve him even to the cross. 

I will never serve you. I will never ask God to serve me. I will never do things your way. I will 

follow God’s way.” 

4:13. Satan is not constantly on the job with us. He comes and goes. He strikes when we are 

most vulnerable. Then he goes on to other pursuits. He knew Jesus had gotten the best of him this 

time. “Okay, so I will try again,” Satan said. Continued temptation is fruitless against a person 

who has been strengthened by previous rejections of temptation. Let him get into another crisis 

point. See how strong he is then. Perhaps that will be the OPPORTUNE TIME.2 
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