
January 22, 1984
Matthew 4c1-11 Philip A. Muth

"THE GREAT TEMPTATION"

TEXT: Matthew 4s4 "But he answered, 'It is written, Man shall
not live by bread alone.'"

In this portion of the Gospel of Matthew, we learn of the
intense struggle and the deep searching through which Jesus finally
arrived at his vision of ministry. Imagine, if you will, the power
ful and disturbing emotions which must have plagued him as he became
fully aware that he was the One through whom God had chosen to work
Salvation. Is it any wonder that he found himself literally compelled
to get away for a while to think through the meaning of this awesome
revelation?

Just what was it that God was calling him to do? How could he
best go about it? What allies, if any, should he seek—and at what
cost? Surely these questions, among others, must have swarmed through
his mind. St. Mark, no doubt, gives a very accurate description of
how Jesus must have felt, when he tells us that, following his baptism,
"The Spirit immediately drove him into the wilderness." There, away
from the distractions of life and safe from the well-meaning, but not
always helpful, advice of others, he thought and prayed his way through
his wonderful, but terrible, calling. And as he did so, he found him
self face to face with a very appealing temptation.

The Gospels tell us that after Jesus had spent a long time thinking
about his ministry, he was prompted by his own hunger to wonder if he
might not be called to meet man's earthly needs. For, in a day when
most people regularly lived from hand-to-mouth, it is not surprising
that Jesus should consider using his powers to alleviate widespread
hunger. As G. A. Studdert-Kennedy wrote in The New Man in Christ,

"He was surrounded, I believe, by an innumerable
phantom host of the world's hungry people. He saw them
stretching out into the distance like an endless sea...
While all around Him, like the moan of the sea, there
went up the cry of a world of want, 'Bread; Bread!
For God's sake, give us Bread.' If it ought to be done,
He had no doubt that it could be done. If it was God's
Will, then there must be God's Way...Was it any use giving
them God unless He gave them bread? How could they wor
ship unless they were fed? Was it not mockery to tell
them of a Father's love unless He satisfied their human
need?"

Does that sound familiar? Of course, it does! These are the very
same arguments used today by the advocates of Social Action. Meet man's
secular needs. Create a better society, one where hunger and war and
injustice cannot exist. These, they say, are the first priorities of
the church and of church people. Indeed, for many of the ones I know,
they are the only priorities. For a full year, the Connecticut Con
ference of the United Church of Christ worked on a document which would
outline their direction for the next five or ten years. When they
finished, they proudly presented it to the annual conference meeting for
approval. And what do you suppose it contained? Page after page of








