2

Temptation, Trust, and Triumph 
By Pastor Donald Neidigk
Matthew 4:1-11
Series A, First Sunday in Lent, February 22, 2026
	I like candy bars, not just any candy bars, but big, extra-long Pay Day peanut candy bars. They probably have a thousand calories in them, calories I don’t need. They’re full of everything that’s bad for you - sugar, fat and salt - all in just the right proportions to be addictive. I might decide I’ll never buy another one, but if I walk by a box of Pay Day candy bars at the checkout counter in the store, the urge to grab one sneaks up on me. And the next thing I know, I’ve bought three.  That’s the way temptation and sin works. It sneaks up on you.  It sneaks up on you when you least expect it.
In Matthew 4:1-11, right after Jesus is baptized, we find him being led by the Spirit into the wilderness.  What a come down!  Just days before, he had been baptized. John the Baptist had proclaimed him “The Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world.”  (John 1:29)  God the Father’s voice was heard thundering from heaven saying, “This is my Son, in whom I am well pleased.”  (Matthew 3:17) 
What a grand beginning for his ministry!  What joy Jesus must have experienced that day!  It might be something like the exhilaration a young person feels at confirmation, or the exhilaration a bride and groom feel at their wedding. 
But there was no time for Jesus to bask in the joy of his baptism.  His mission was to save sinners from sin, Satan and death.  It was an urgent mission. So immediately we’re told that the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness.  Mark’s Gospel uses much stronger language. Jesus is “driven,” he’s “thrown” into the wilderness, where he fasts 40 days, and then is tempted by the devil. (Mark 1:12)
You get the impression that Jesus didn’t want to go through with this wilderness temptation.  Perhaps it was like the agony he experienced as he prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane.  There, before he was arrested, he begged his heavenly Father, “If it is possible, let this cup pass from me.” (Matthew 26:39)
Unlike my Pay Day candy bar temptation, Jesus’ temptations were of eternal significance for you and me: turning stones into bread, testing God’s protection, and taking a shortcut to power. These were real temptations.  
Jesus was, and remains, a real human being even though he’s the Son of God.  He gets hungry like you and me.  He wonders whether God his Father will really be there for him, like you and me. He would much rather receive power and honor the easy way, than the way of suffering, like you and me. 
But each time the devil tempts him, Jesus responds with God’s Word. He stands firm, not just for himself, but for you and me. He was like David facing Goliath on the battlefield.  Jesus our champion fought the enemy for us in the wilderness and won. 
There are allusions to the experiences of Israel in the desert here.  Israel wandered in the wilderness for forty years, constantly facing the temptations of hunger, thirst, doubt, and the allure of worshiping false gods. Like us, they struggled.  Often, they failed to trust God’s promises. So, temptation is nothing new, but neither is God’s faithfulness when we fail. 
We all face our own personal wilderness moments, don’t we? Maybe it’s the temptation to gossip, give in to anger, or take shortcuts that compromise our integrity. Maybe our temptation is for addictive substances, or maybe even adultery.  Sometimes we fight off temptation successfully.  But often, like Israel, we stumble and fail. 
A pastor recalls a moment when he failed miserably. He’d gone to a nursing home to offer communion to a member. Her name was Suzy.  He spotted Suzy in the dining room, separated from him by dozens of elderly people with walkers and wheelchairs. They were reaching out to him, and calling to him, but he ignored them because he had a job to do. He was there to serve communion to his church member. 
Stepping over this patient and around that one, finally, the pastor reached Suzy. But rather than lead him to her room where he could serve her communion, Suzy slowly introduced the pastor to one nursing home resident after another, telling him their names and the things they’d done in life.  One was a former senator. Another a doctor. Another an artist.  Each one was a special human being loved by God.  
The pastor’s temptation was to hurry up and get his job done. He was being more like Admiral Farragut in the Civil War who famously said, “Damn the torpedoes. Full speed ahead.”  Suzy’s mission was to slow the pastor down and remind him to take time to love his neighbors rather than thinking of them as obstacles.
If we look honestly at ourselves, our consciences tell us we often fall short. Often, we feel defeated when we give in to the recurring temptations in our life. But the Gospel brings good news! Jesus wasn’t just tempted on our behalf; he was victorious!  Where we fail, he succeeds. He didn’t just win a battle, he won the war, in our place.  As the victor, today and everyday, Jesus offers forgiveness and a fresh start to all who trust in him.
Think about the last time you were tempted. Maybe it was to lash out in frustration.  Or maybe you were tempted to bend the truth to avoid trouble. Maybe you knew you were wrong but refused to admit it. In those moments, it’s easy for us to believe we’re worthless, powerless and defeated. 
It’s not true!  If it were, Jesus would not have suffered as he did for you. But he did suffer for you!  He endured every temptation the devil could throw at him. He suffered every humiliation the enemy could think of.  And ultimately he allowed himself to be nailed to a cross because he loved you. You are of great value!
Just as Jesus used Scripture to fight temptation, we too can turn to God’s Word for strength. Try memorizing a verse or saying a short prayer when temptation strikes, like, “Lord, help me.”  Or just say the Lord’s Prayer, especially, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  It’s not magic, but it reminds us that Christ is with us in our struggle.  And remember his promise to you in your baptism, “I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:20) In other words, Jesus will never leave us to face temptation alone.
Much of life is like being in a wilderness.  Temptation will come, and sometimes we will fall. But our hope does not rest on our ability to resist; it rests on Christ’s victory. Because Christ triumphed, we are forgiven. Because he is risen, we are empowered. Trust in Jesus, turn to his Word, and know that your failures do not define you, his grace does.
We’ll close with a verse from Martin Luther’s great hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” which reminds us of our source of strength and victory:
Though hordes of devils fill the land
All threatening to devour us,
We tremble not, unmoved we stand;
They cannot overpower us.
Let this world’s tyrants rage;
In battle we’ll engage.
His might is doomed to fail;
God’s judgment must prevail!
One little word subdues him.
(from LSB, # 657, by Martin Luther)

And what’s that little word?  Jesus!  Amen. 
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Genesis 3:1-21
Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made.
He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You[a] shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” 2 And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, 3 but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5 For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 6 So when the woman saw that the 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,[b] she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. 7 Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths.
8 And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool[c] of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”[d] 10 And he said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” 11 He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” 13 Then the LORD God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
14 The LORD God said to the serpent,
“Because you have done this,
    cursed are you above all livestock
    and above all beasts of the field;
on your belly you shall go,
    and dust you shall eat
    all the days of your life.
15 I will put enmity between you and the woman,
    and between your offspring[e] and her offspring;
he shall bruise your head,
    and you shall bruise his heel.”
16 To the woman he said,
“I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing;
    in pain you shall bring forth children.
Your desire shall be for[f] your husband,
    and he shall rule over you.”
17 And to Adam he said,
“Because you have listened to the voice of your wife
    and have eaten of the tree
of which I commanded you,
    ‘You shall not eat of it,’
cursed is the ground because of you;
    in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life;
18 thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;
    and you shall eat the plants of the field.
19 By the sweat of your face
    you shall eat bread,
till you return to the ground,
    for out of it you were taken;
for you are dust,
    and to dust you shall return.”
20 The man called his wife's name Eve, because she was the mother of all living.[g] 21 And the LORD God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them.
22 Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of us in knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever—” 23 therefore the LORD God sent him out from the garden of Eden to work the ground from which he was taken. 24 He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim and a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life.
Romans 5:12-19
12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men[a] because all sinned— 13 for sin indeed was in the world before the law was given, but sin is not counted where there is no law. 14 Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come.
15 But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if many died through one man's trespass, much more have the grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many. 16 And the free gift is not like the result of that one man's sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brought justification. 17 For if, because of one man's trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.
18 Therefore, as one trespass[b] led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness[c] leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the many will be made righteous.
Matthew 4:1-11
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 And the tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4 But he answered, “It is written,
“‘Man shall not live by bread alone,
    but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”
5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and set him on the pinnacle of the temple 6 and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down, for it is written,
“‘He will command his angels concerning you,’
and
“‘On their hands they will bear you up,
    lest you strike your foot against a stone.’”
7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their glory. 9 And he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” 10 Then Jesus said to him, “Be gone, Satan! For it is written,
“‘You shall worship the Lord your God
    and him only shall you serve.’”
11 Then the devil left him, and behold, angels came and were ministering to him.


