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A PRIVATE WAR 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 

 

Luke 4:1-13 

The Temptation of Jesus 

4 And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in 

the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during 

those days. And when they were ended, he was hungry. 3 The devil said to him, “If you 

are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” 4 And Jesus answered 

him, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone.’” 5 And the devil took him up and 

showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, 6 and said to him, “To 

you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I 

give it to whom I will. 7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” 8 And Jesus 

answered him, “It is written, 

“‘You shall worship the Lord your God, 

    and him only shall you serve.’” 

9 And he took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to 

him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10 for it is written, 

“‘He will command his angels concerning you, 

    to guard you,’ 

11 and “‘On their hands they will bear you up, 

    lest you strike your foot against a stone.’” 

12 And Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the 

test.’” 13 And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until 

an opportune time. 
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“The devil said to Him, ‘If You are the Son of God, command this stone to become 

bread.’” (Luke 4:3) 

 

Recently, Linda and I watched a DVD of the film, The Butler. It’s the story of an African-

American who’s born in 1920 the son of a cotton picker. But he’s trained as a house 

servant. So, when he becomes old enough, he heads for the big city and learns the 

ropes that eventually get him hired as a house servant at the White House. He starts 

working there during the Eisenhower administration and continues on through 

Reagan’s presidency, a span of 30 years. You get to see the presidents from his point 

of view, that is, behind the scenes. As a butler he’s trained to be in the room, at the 

president’s beck and call, but to appear as if he’s not in the room. As if he’s invisible. 

So he gets to hear and see things that are kept secret from the public… like JFK’s 

extramarital affairs. Like Lyndon Johnson’s potty mouth, and like Richard Nixon’s 

insecurities.  I do not doubt that these are historically accurate depictions of the 

presidents, but you have to wonder where such private information comes from, that 

they can put it in a movie. Who let the cat out of the bag? Who told the secrets of 

these presidents? The butler? 

 

It is the same with the Son of God in the desert. After all, who was there at the 

temptation of Jesus to tell us what happened? It was just Jesus and the devil. Now, we 

know that Luke had sources for his writing his Gospel: St. Paul, Mary the mother of 

Jesus, perhaps others of the closest disciples who gave him eyewitness accounts. But 

since only Jesus and the devil were there during the temptation in the wilderness, 

where did Luke get this information?  

 

Which is perhaps a roundabout way of saying that what happened between Jesus 

and the devil in the desert was a very private conflict, like so many of your own. It’s just 

you and the devil. In the desert wilderness, it was just Jesus and the devil. Jesus had just 

been baptized. Had just heard God say, “This is My beloved Son…” Jesus was ready 

now to begin His work of liberating us from the power of the devil and sin and death.  
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But in God’s wisdom, if Jesus was to successfully liberate us, then He had to begin by 

defeating the devil in private. According to God’s wisdom, it did little good for Jesus to 

go into battle against the devil in public, casting demons out of demon-possessed 

folks, if Jesus could not defeat the devil in private, behind the scenes, when it was just 

Him and the devil, when the conflict was personal, when it wasn’t merely a matter of 

whether Jesus would do what was right or wrong, but when it was a matter of the 

heart and of loyalty and of the love between the Father and His Son.  

 

Now, that’s not exactly the example that has been set for us by our leaders today. 

Today’s leaders often think that as long as they do what is right in public, then 

whatever they do in private doesn’t matter. It’s nobody’s business. It should not reflect 

poorly on them. After all, whatever they do in private has no bearing on whatever 

they do publicly.  

 

Well, that’s the lie that they tell themselves. That’s the lie whispered into their ears by 

the same voice Jesus heard in the desert. That’s the lie whispered into our ears, too. 

Misleading us into thinking of temptation as being all about do’s and don’ts… instead 

of seeing it as a matter of the heart and of loyalty and of the love of children for their 

Father, whether in public or private. When we have been misled in that way, then 

even when we have done what is right, we thought of ourselves as good people, 

instead of thinking of ourselves as God’s people, God’s dear children. 

 

God’s dear Son. That is Jesus’ identity. That’s what the devil tried to call into question. 

That’s what the devil was trying to undermine. That’s what the devil was trying to eat 

away at in order to get Jesus to lose confidence in His identity… in order to get Jesus 

to shift His loyalty away from God and towards anything that promised Jesus more 

security, more of what Jesus wanted and more of what Jesus needed.  

 

“If you are the Son of God,” the devil said to Jesus. If you are the Son of God, then 

shouldn’t you have this and shouldn’t God be providing you with that? And if He isn’t, 

then maybe God does not think of you as His Son, maybe He does not really love You.  
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That’s the same temptation that has beaten us time and time again. That’s the same 

battle Adam and Eve fought against the serpent and lost. That’s the same battle Israel 

fought in the desert wilderness for 40 years and lost, not one single adult making it to 

the Promised Land. It’s the same battle against Satan that you and I have lost again 

and again.  It is the temptation to put what we think we should have above our loyalty 

to God, while unconsciously questioning God’s loyalty to us. It’s a loss of confidence in 

who we are. It’s a forgetting of who we are. It’s a shifting away from our identity as 

God’s dear children, even if it’s only for a moment.  

 

It’s why the conflict Jesus fought with the devil in the desert was so very private. It was 

not just a battle. It was the war. It was the war that Jesus had come to fight on behalf 

of Adam and Eve, on behalf of Israel, on behalf of you and me and the folks of every 

nation.  It was the war to maintain identity as God’s child, with Jesus’ whole heart and 

loyalty and love. Which Jesus did! For the whole of that 40 days Jesus won, and later in 

moments both public and private Jesus kept on winning right on through His final 

breath on the cross. He won for us.  He is Our Valiant One. He is Our Champion. 

Securing our place in God’s family.  We are sons and daughters of God by His grace, 

by way of Jesus, the final victor. 

 

Yet, the disciple is not above his teacher. The devil came after Jesus. He will come 

after you and me. But as Martin Luther said, “Now, just ne little word can fell him.” That 

one little word is Jesus… the name of our Champion. We can rub it in the devil’s nose. 

Haven’t we been taught though that Jesus battled Satan with the sword of God’s 

Word? Yes, He did. But Jesus didn’t merely quote memorized Bible verses, or even the 

appropriate verse for what is the right thing to do or to not do in a particular situation. 

No, Jesus quoted the verses of Israel’s sacred story, as a way of insisting that He was 

part of that story, that He too was God’s chosen and beloved child, as surely as the 

nation of Israel had been. Jesus has secured that same status for you. It’s being rooted 

in God’s Word, to be able to say the name of Jesus, to remind yourself that Jesus 

assures you in His holy Word that you are part of that story, too, that God has chosen 

you and gives you His whole heart and loyalty and love, that’s what will strengthen 

you in moments of temptation. 
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As for Jesus’ temptation in the desert, where did Luke get the information of that very 

private war? Jesus Himself told that story to His disciples, even as He tells it to you and 

me again today to tenderly assure us of who we are and what is ours through His 

victory.    

 

Amen 

 


