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MATTHEW 4:1-11 EXEGETICAL PAPER 

 
 
The temptation in the wilderness is obviously an important event in the life of Christ, in which he 

resists the devil; but what does this event really mean? At first glance, this can seem like a strange 

episode with little direct application to us. Why were these particular temptations tried on Jesus? 

What is their significance? Further, what does this mean for us? Should we memorize more scripture 

and not give in to temptation? Or is there more to this story than that? 

  

Context 

The gospel of Matthew is concerned to show that Jesus is the promised Messiah, in fulfillment of 

Old Testament prophecy. He is the promised “Son of David,” (1:1, 9:27, 15:22, 21:9) coming to 

reign as king; he is the “Son of God,” (1:18, 2:15, 3:17, 27:54), coming as God himself to be with 

His people (1:23). He is also the “Son of Abraham” (1:1), coming to fulfill all that Abraham’s seed 

was intended to do, and chapters 1-4 especially draw out the parallels between Jesus and Israel.1 The 

genealogy in chapter 1 echoes the first and last books of Israel’s scriptures (Genesis and Chronicles), 

and emphasizes key figures in Israel’s history. Jesus going down into Egypt starts off the reliving of 

Israel’s experience, as he then comes up out of Egypt (2:21-23), goes through the waters (3:13-17), 

and then goes out into the wilderness (4:1-11). It is only after this sequence that he begins his public 

ministry (4:12) in which he goes up on the mountain and gives a new law (5-7). 

 The immediate context of chapter 3 ends with a voice from heaven declaring “This is My 

beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (3:17). Chapter 4 then shows the testing of this son.

                                                      
1 Cf. James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgement, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 363–69   
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The account is found in all three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but not in 

John. Mark only gives a brief summary of the event, while Matthew and Luke explain the temptation 

in detail.  

 

Setting: The Wilderness 

4:1 “Then Jesus was led into the wilderness by the Spirit in order to be tested by the devil.” 

The name “Jesus” is used most commonly throughout the gospels. Matthew uses it 170 times to 

refer to him, and only uses “Christ” 17 times. Of the four gospels, only Matthew explains the 

significance of the name Jesus: “for He shall save His people from their sins” (1:21). The very name 

of Jesus is a reflection of God’s saving purposes for Israel, echoing the prophet Isaiah “Who has 

declared this from ancient time? Who has told it from that time? Have not I, the LORD? And there 

is no other God besides Me, A just God and a Savior; There is none besides Me.” (Isaiah 45:21). 

 The verb “was led” is passive, clearly indicating the agency in this action. God the Father is 

going to put His Son to the test, and he does so by means of the Holy Spirit leading him into the 

desert. The devil does not bring Jesus, nor does Jesus go himself, but the Spirit leads him. 

Nevertheless, there is no hint of resistance from Jesus’ part, as if this were against his will. Indeed, 

he will manifest an attitude of perfect submission in the midst of the tests. 

 He was led “into the wilderness.” The wilderness is a setting of rich significance. Originally, 

the setting for God’s fellowship with man was in a fruitful well-watered garden. Man chose the fruit 

of the earth over the word of God, and thus God banished him from the garden, a form of exile 

into the wilderness. Nevertheless, the wilderness is a place where God uniquely relates to his people. 

God often brings his people into the wilderness where there is no fruit so that they will learn to rely 

only upon his word. The first significant episode of this is Hagar. Sarah “dealt harshly” with her and 

so she fled into the wilderness. It was there in the wilderness that YHWH met her, and she learned 
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in a unique way that he is “the-God-Who-Sees” (Genesis 16:13). When Israel was oppressed in 

Egypt, they were called out to the wilderness “to sacrifice to YHWH our God” (Exodus 3:18). The 

wilderness was the place where Israel saw in a unique way “how the LORD your God carried you, as 

a man carries his son.” (Deuteronomy 1:31) The wilderness is the setting where God relates to his 

son in a unique way. That the wilderness is not in itself an “evil place,” but rather a place of special 

communion with God is shown later in Matthew 14, where Jesus departs “to a deserted place to be 

by Himself” (14:13). 

 “…in order to be tested by the devil.” Being led into the wilderness was for the specific 

purpose of testing. The word can also mean “tempted” and in the next verse the same word will be 

used of the devil. However, it is not limited to the meaning “tempt,” and especially in light of James, 

this should be interpreted as “test.” “God does not tempt anyone” (James 1:13), but he does test 

them to prove their genuineness. 

“The devil” is the agent who is used to perform this testing, but the purpose of the testing is 

ultimately God’s. This echoes major OT themes from the book of Job, in which Satan is only 

allowed to do whatever YHWH permits, for purposes that fit into His own plans. Here the purpose 

is the testing of the Son, which echoes a major passage from the torah. “The LORD your God led 

you all the way these forty years into the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was 

in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not” (Deuteronomy 8:2). Adam failed 

the original test. Israel is put in the wilderness to be tested, and they also fail the test. The Son of 

God is brought into the wilderness to be tested in the same way. The word “humble” is not used in 

Matthew’s account. Nevertheless, because it is so central to the passage in Deuteronomy (“in order 

to humble you” (8:2) “that he might humble you” (8:16)) it seems clear that part of the testing is to 

see whether or not Jesus has true humility. 
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2: “and fasting forty days and forty nights, afterward he was hungry.”  

This is the continuing allusion to Deuteronomy 8: “He led you these forty years… and allowed you 

to hunger” (Deuteronomy 8:2-3). The accusative case of “forty days and forty nights” makes clear 

that he fasted for the duration of the time, not just certain points within it. 

 

3: “and the tempter came and said to him, ‘If you are the son of God, say that these stones 

may become bread.” 

Jesus has come to fully identify with sinful men. As Immanuel, he is truly “God with us.” (1:23). He 

has just identified with sinful man in the baptism of “water unto repentance,” in which men were 

“confessing their sins” and exhorted to “bear fruits worthy of repentance” (3:6, 8, 11). Although 

Jesus should have been the one baptizing others, he undergoes this baptism, in order “to fulfill all 

righteousness” (3:15). Part of his mission is to take on entirely the situation of sinful man, in all of 

his finiteness. 

 The devil tempts him to abandon his identification with finite man. The temptation takes the 

form of a first-class conditional, which assumes the truth of a statement for the sake of the 

argument. The sense could be rendered this way “If you are the Son of God (and let’s just assume 

that you are), then perform a miracle and feed yourself.” A second-class conditional assumes the 

truth of a false statement: “If you were the son of God (which you are not), then you could make 

stones into bread.” A second-class conditional would be a challenge to the divinity of Jesus — 

“prove that you really are the son of God.” Satan doesn’t challenge this; rather, he uses it as the basis 

for his real temptation: “Since you are the Son of God, there is no reason why you should be 

hungry. Make bread from these stones and eat!”  

 To “say” to something “be” or “become” is the prerogative of God alone. In the beginning, 

God said, “let there be light” and there was light. Finite man does not have this power. 
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 To turn stones into “bread” would be to use divine power to produce the food that he needs 

as a finite man. There is nothing in this act that is inherently sinful. However, it flies directly in the 

face of the original curse placed on Adam and all the land: “In the sweat of your face you shall eat 

bread till you return to the ground.” (Genesis 3:19) When Adam chose the fruit instead of God’s 

word, God banished him from the garden and cursed the ground so that his food comes with sweat 

and toil. If Jesus were to produce bread by miracle, he would be bypassing the curse of sin, without 

sweat, without toil. Instead of fully identifying with sinners as he did in his baptism, he would be 

maintaining his human life apart from the curse. He would not be taking our place among us, with 

us, but breaking the rules, and working around the curse. The temptation is not to “Prove that you 

are really the Son of God,” but rather “Disassociate yourself from the difficulties of this sinful 

world; you yourself are the sinless Son of God, after all.” 

 Further, Deuteronomy 8:5 explains that “as a man chastens his son, so YHWH your God 

chastens you.” This chastening includes being humbled, and being caused to hunger. Jesus is 

fulfilling the role of Israel as the true Son of God. Part of true sonship in identification with this 

sinful people is the chastening that they endure from their father. Turning stones into bread would 

be to remove himself from the humbling and chastening experience that is required of sons. In 

order to fully take the place of sinners under the curse (Genesis 3) and Israel under their chastening 

(Deuteronomy 8) he must undergo this hunger, and not escape from it by miraculous means. 

 

4: “But he answered and said, ‘It is written, Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every 

word coming out through the mouth of God.” 

When God led Israel into the wilderness after the Exodus, he had a specific purpose for it: “that He 

might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that 

proceeds from the mouth of YHWH” (Deuteronomy 8:3). In the garden, Adam chose food instead 



  6 

 

of the Word of God. Israel was put in the wilderness to be tested the same way, and they failed. 

Jesus, however, did what Adam and Israel failed to do. He humbly submitted to the chastening of 

hunger, and set his hope on God. Jesus fully embraced what God had intended Israel to learn in the 

wilderness.  

 The very act of answering the temptation by quoting from Torah, demonstrates what the 

verse teaches. He uses the Word of God to demonstrate that he lives on the Word of God. 

 

5: Then the devil took him into the holy city and stood him on the edge of the temple. 

The devil then changes the setting for the next temptation, to set the stage for a more subtle test. 

Instead of the wilderness, he takes him to the heart of YHWH’s presence with his people, the holy 

city, and even further, to the temple. The presence of YHWH in the wilderness was mediated 

through a tabernacle; it was temporary, and they were always on the move. The wilderness was a 

difficult place, filled with testing. The temple, in the holy city, in the promised land, is a place of 

security and rest. Instead of following the cloud around to try to stay near the presence of God, the 

temple was “God’s house.” As the Son of God, he should feel at ease in such a place. This is home 

for him. 

 It should be noted that the devil is active here, “taking” Jesus and “standing” him on the 

temple. Jesus did not leave God’s appointed place of testing—the wilderness—by his own choice. 

He is not trying to escape the chastening of his Father, but only leaves because he is “taken along.” 

 

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 in their hands they will carry you, lest you strike 

your foot against a stone.” 
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The devil again uses a first class conditional, but this time puts it to a more subtle use. Again, the 

temptation could be phrased, “Since you are the Son of God, throw yourself down. Because you are 

so dear to Him, He will surely keep you safe. In fact, He has promised by his very word that you will 

not be harmed.” Again, the temptation is not, “Prove that you are the son of God,” but rather 

confirm it, to the devil and to himself. The devil quotes Psalm 91, which is a promise of safety to the 

one who puts his trust in YHWH (91:2). 

 The devil is using a very important line of reasoning. Because Jesus is God’s Son, God will 

surely not allow any harm to come to him. Throwing himself down would prove the truth of this 

apparently scriptural logic. However, the logic is not true! Jesus is indeed the beloved Son who has 

completely put his trust in God, but this does not mean that God will not allow any harm to come to 

him. In fact, because he is the faithful Son of God, he will ultimately walk straight into the uttermost 

harm, torture and death on a cross. 

 This temptation is a temptation meant to demonstrate a relationship of special protection of 

Jesus, because he is the beloved Son. If this were actually true, it would undermine the entire reason 

that Jesus came to the earth. 

 

7: Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not tempt the Lord your God.” 

There is an interesting twist here. Jesus was in the wilderness to be tested by God, and one of the 

tests is a temptation to put God himself to the test. This same twist of events takes place in Israel’s 

own history. First they were delivered through tests: “Or did God ever try to go and take for 

Himself a nation from the midst of another nation, by trials, by signs, by wonders, by war, by a 

mighty hand and an outstretched arm, and by great terrors, according to all that the LORD your 

God did for you in Egypt before your eyes?” (Deuteronomy 4:34). Then they were led into the 

wilderness to be tested (Deuteronomy 8:2), but instead they tested God: “Therefore the people 
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contended with Moses, and said, "Give us water, that we may drink." So Moses said to them, "Why 

do you contend with me? Why do you tempt YHWH? … So he called the name of the place Massah 

and Meribah, because they tempted YHWH saying, ‘is YHWH among us or not?’" (Exodus 17:2, 7). 

The Israelites had already had powerful, visible signs of God’s presence among them in their 

deliverance from Egypt (Exodus 7-13), their passing through the sea (Exodus 14-15), and his 

provision of quails and manna (Exodus 16), yet in the midst of their testing, they put YHWH 

himself to the test, demanding another visible sign. Rather than a confirmation of their status as the 

people of YHWH, this testing manifested a heart of doubt that they really were his people, and that 

he really was with them. 

 Jesus sees through this twisting of Scripture and goes back to Torah in Deuteronomy 6:16. 

Just like Israel, he had been delivered from death (Matthew 2:13), come out of Egypt (2:21), and has 

just been declared the “Beloved Son” in the visible manifestation of a dove and a voice from heaven 

(3:16-17). To throw himself off the temple would be to demand another act of deliverance, to prove 

whether God was with him or not, instead of resting contentedly with the outward signs that God 

had already given. 

 Further, Jesus knows that safety is not a proof of God’s presence with him. He has already 

identified with sinful man in his baptism, and in his embrace of wilderness chastening. He knows 

that the end of such an identification is death, precisely because he is the Son. God will not deliver 

him so that he doesn’t die, but his ultimate sign of favor and vindication will come after harm, when 

he raises him from the dead. 

 Later, nearing his crucifixion, Jesus will again resist calling upon angels to prevent him from 

physical harm (26:53). He is more concerned that the “Scripture be fulfilled” (26:54). 
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8: Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of 

the world and their glory 

The order of the second and third temptations differ between Matthew and Luke. For Matthew the 

climactic third temptation involves kingdom, for Luke the climax involves the temple. Temple is a 

theme that both Matthew and Luke refer to often in their gospels, but Luke has woven the temple 

into his gospel from the very beginning. His account begins in Chapter 1 with Zachariah in the 

temple; chapter 2 features Mary and Joseph bringing Jesus to the temple to be circumcised, and 

encountering Simeon and Anna. Later as a boy, he goes up to Jerusalem, and stays behind in the 

temple, doing “his Father’s business” (2:49). “Temple” is a more prominent theme for Luke than it 

is for Matthew, and he structures his temptation narrative with another temple scene as the climax. 

 Matthew seems more intent to emphasize the kingdom aspect. Jesus is the Son of David 

(1:1), from the royal line (chapter 1). Matthew includes the account of the magi coming to worship 

the “King of the Jews” (2:2) born in Bethlehem, which was foretold by the prophet that the king 

would be born there (2:6). This note of kingship and kingdom is the one that Matthew wants to 

emphasize, and so he brings his temptation narrative to a climax with the temptation of “the 

kingdoms of the world.” 

 The “high places” were particularly places of idolatry. When Israel took the land, they were 

to be especially careful of these high places: “You shall utterly destroy all the places where the 

nations which you shall dispossess served their gods, on the high mountains and on the hills and under 

every green tree.” (Deuteronomy 12:2) To worship the idols of the nations in the high places was to 

assimilate to those nations, to join them, rather than destroying them. Nevertheless, Israel turned 

away from YHWH in just this way: “YHWH said also to me in the days of Josiah the king: “Have 

you seen what backsliding Israel has done? She has gone up on every high mountain and under 

every green tree, and there played the harlot.” (Jeremiah 3:6). The punishment for this idolatry was 
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that instead of ruling over all the nations, “YHWH will cause you to be defeated before your 

enemies; you shall go out one way against them and flee seven ways before them; and you shall 

become troublesome to all the kingdoms of the earth” (Deuteronomy 28:25). 

 

9: and said to him, “All these I will give to you, if you fall down and worship me.” 

At issue here is the way in which the Son will take possession of his kingly authority over the 

nations. Psalm 2 explains that they are not eager to be under this rule: “The kings of the earth set 

themselves, And the rulers take counsel together, Against YHWH and against His Anointed, saying, 

“Let us break Their bonds in pieces And cast away Their cords from us.” (Psalm 2:2-3). They are 

opposed to YHWH and His Anointed one, and so something must happen before he can take the 

throne over them. Psalm 2 describes this as resulting in destruction: “You shall break them with a 

rod of iron, You shall dash them to pieces like a potter’s vessel.” (2:9). What good is a kingdom 

when it is “dashed to pieces”? What good are subjects that hate their king? What good is a kingdom 

in which the ruler “laughs with scorn” at his subjects, and whose “wrath is kindled” against them? 

Satan is offering the opportunity for a peaceful transition of power. Instead of stirring up the 

nations to oppose YHWH, he will hand them over.  

 It seems strange to think that the Son of God would even be tempted by such a scenario, to 

bow down to Satan. However, it would be tempting on at least two counts. Here is an opportunity, 

not just to reconcile the world to God, but even to reconcile Satan himself. Satan is offering to lay 

down his own rebellion against God and surrender all that he has. Peace with all of God’s enemies, 

both men and angels is on the table! What an ultimate victory, not just over the sinfulness of man, 

but also over the devil in reconciling him to God again. 

 Further, if Jesus does not take this opportunity, the only other option will be his own 

horrendous torture and death. Later in the garden, he will pray “If it is possible, let this cup pass 
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from me.” (26:39). The devil is offering here another possibility. 

 The conditional sentence that the devil uses here is different than in the previous two verses. 

This is a third class conditional, which has a range of interpretations, including a merely hypothetical 

scenario, or a likely future scenario. If we take it as a “likely future,” it’s as if the devil is saying, “You 

could never have imagined that I would surrender to you. This is better than anything you could 

have imagined. Of course you’re going to take my offer.” 

 

10: Then Jesus said to him, “Depart, Satan! For it is written, ‘The Lord your God you shall 

worship and him alone you shall serve.” 

When confronted with the opportunity to make peace with the enemies of God instead of conquest, 

Israel failed and worshipped Baal at Peor with the Moabites (Numbers 25). Jesus, however, passes 

this test. Instead of making peace with Satan, he resists him and commands him to leave. He quotes 

Deuteronomy 6:13 “You shall fear YHWH your God and serve Him.” The chapter goes on to say, 

“You shall not go after other gods, the gods of the peoples who are all around you” (6:14).  

If Jesus were to follow Satan’s scheme, Satan becomes the sovereign instead of YHWH, and 

Satan becomes the deliverer, the one who turns the hearts of the nations toward God. Instead of 

“Asking YHWH” (Psalm 2), he would be turning to Satan. 

Jesus came to perfectly “serve the Lord his God.” The kingdom would be given to him, but 

only in God’s good time, and in his way. The manner of his kingdom would result in the 

transformation of hearts, such that they “with joy sell all that they have” in order to enter it 

(Matthew 13:44). The way in which he would reconcile his rebellious subjects back to the Father 

would be through the cross, where he hung underneath a sign which read “This is Jesus the King of 

the Jews.” (Matthew 27:43). 
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Some manuscripts insert the phrase “behind me” into Jesus rebuttal to Satan, so that it reads 

as an exact parallel to Matthew 16:23, in which Peter tries to deter Jesus from going to the cross. 

The oldest manuscripts from the Alexandrian, Byzantine, and Caesarean texts omit the phrase, and it 

is later copies and obvious emendations that add the reading. A theologically astute scribe may have 

seen the parallel theme of an attempt to prevent Jesus from going to the cross, and added it to make 

the parallel more concrete. 

 

11: Then the devil left him, and behold angels came and ministered to him. 

After these three temptations, the testing is complete. Jesus has completely fulfilled what Israel failed 

to do. Satan was able to persuade Adam in the garden, and he was able to work in Israel’s midst to 

draw them away from YHWH, but he has nothing in Jesus. He fulfills the need for one to resist the 

devil, on behalf of a sinful people who are entirely captive by him to do his will. As Jesus goes from 

the wilderness back into Galilee, he immediately demonstrates his power over the devil, delivering 

“those who were demon-possessed” (Matthew 4:24). Later, the fact that Jesus has not allied himself 

with Satan in order to gain his position of power is greatly important, when the Pharisee’s accuse 

him of casting out demons “by the ruler of the demons” (12:24). Jesus explains that he does intend 

to take all of Satan’s goods, the kingdoms and their glory, but he will not receive it as a gift, he will 

bind him and then “plunder him” (12:29). 

 Jesus entrusted himself to God in the wilderness, waiting on Him to provide his real physical 

needs. Just as YHWH provided for Israel in the wilderness, giving them bread from heaven, and 

rivers flowing in the desert to take care of them, so he provides for Jesus after he has finished his 

testing. The angels come and minister to him, and thus God again demonstrates his favor upon his 

Beloved Son, though the Son did not demand it when he was tested. 
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Conclusion 

The testing in the wilderness is a crucial part of Matthew’s portrayal of Jesus as the true Israel who 

succeeds where Israel failed. It highlights an essential part of his mission, to come and really be with 

sinners, identifying completely with them as a real man. It highlights the nature of his mission: he is 

going to gain the throne by means of the cross, and not otherwise, and it highlights his perfect 

relationship of loving submission to his Father. 

 In many of these respects, the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness is unique to Him as the 

Son of God come to rescue sinful man. We will never be tempted to use miraculous powers to turn 

stones into bread, because we do not have those powers. We will not be tempted to abandon our 

identification with sinful humanity in the way that he was, because we ourselves are the sinful 

humanity that he was tempted to abandon. 

 When this foundation has been laid, however, there is application for us. Jesus demonstrated 

how true humanity ought to relate to God. We must be sure to live not by the things that this world 

can offer, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God. We ought to trust that God is 

indeed with us as He has said he is, and not doubt his word and put him to the test. We must never 

worship or serve anyone or anything but the Lord our God. 

 Nevertheless, because we have already failed in every one of these areas, Jesus came and 

perfectly fulfilled what man was supposed to be. In his testing in the wilderness he took our place 

and he emerged victorious, setting the stage for the ultimate substitution for us on the cross. 

Because the perfect Son of God submitted to his Father in this way, he has won for himself willing 

subjects for his kingdom, with changed and joyful hearts, who are now empowered to follow his 

example in this way.
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