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The First Sunday in Lent 
St. Matthew 4:1-11: “What Shall a Man Give in Return for His Soul?” 
March 9/10, 2019 | Saude, Jerico, & Redeemer Lutheran Churches 
 

In Nomine Iesu 
+  +  + 

Almighty and everlasting God, who for the sake of the bitter sufferings and death of Your dear 
Son once again, during the present Lenten Season, graciously and earnestly offer to us 
forgiveness of sins, life, and eternal salvation, we humbly ask You, give us Your Holy Spirit, 
that we may not presumptuously or lightly treat as nothing the offer of Your grace and mercy, 
but follow Your gracious invitation with joyful obedience, and by holiness of living give You 
continual thanks and praise; through Jesus Christ, Your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns 
with You and the Holy Spirit, ever one God, now and forever. Amen. (The Lutheran Liturgy, 
companion altar book for The Lutheran Hymnal, p. 85) 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. (Rom. 1:7, etc.) 
 

The sermon text for today is taken from the fourth chapter of the Gospel according to St. Matthew. We 
read selected verses in Jesus’ name: 
 
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And after 
fasting forty days and forty nights, He was hungry. And the tempter came and said to Him, “If 
You are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” / But He answered, 
“It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 
/ Then the devil took Him to the holy city and set Him on the pinnacle of the temple 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.’ / Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’ / 
Again, the devil took Him to a very high mountain and showed Him all the kingdoms of the 
world and their glory. And he said to Him, “All these I will give You, if You will fall down and 
worship me.” / 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.’ / Then the devil left Him, and behold, angels came 
and were ministering to Him. (ESV) 
 
These are Your words, heavenly Father. Sanctify us by Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen. (Jn. 17:17) 

 
In Christ Jesus, who bore the dreadful curse of sin and death to save our souls, dear fellow 
redeemed: 
 
What if there was a way for your dreams to come true, even the ones you could never imagine 
happening? What if you could go wherever you wanted, have whatever you imagined, and do 
whatever you liked? You could have a mansion by the ocean filled with all sorts of good things. 
You could become a stronger and better athlete than everyone else. You could become a famous 
actor or singer. You could be established as the leading intellectual authority in every academic 
discipline. You could be a world leader—maybe even the world’s king. Imagine what fun you 
could have, and what good you could do! 
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But suppose you didn’t have a fairy godmother to grant your wish like Cinderella did, or come 
across a magic lamp like the one Aladdin found. What if you could have anything you wanted, 
but you had to give up something to get it? What would you give up to see your dreams 
fulfilled? There are some—perhaps many—who would take this deal. They would give up just 
about anything to see their dreams fulfilled. But what about their soul? Would they wager their 
eternal soul for a lifetime of success and pleasure? 
 
There are reportedly some who have done this. Legend tells of people who rose to prominence 
because they “made a deal with the devil.” The most famous story involves a man named Faust, 
who supposedly lived in Germany around the time of Martin Luther. Faust grew tired of being 
a nobody, so he offered his soul to the devil in exchange for great knowledge and power. More 
recent examples involve virtuoso musicians, who were rumored to have “sold their soul” for 
unparalleled musical abilities. 
 
Setting aside the factualness of these accounts, they do highlight certain truths. First, they show 
how the sinful nature works. If we want something bad enough, we will stop at almost nothing 
to get it. Second, these legends underscore how the devil and demons are constantly tempting 
us to sin. They will promise the world if only they can draw us away from Christ and possess 
our souls. 
 
Their malicious work among men started with our first parents, the crown of God’s creation. 
After failing in his attempt to overthrow God, the devil set his sights on Eve. He slithered over 
to her and told her she could have more and better. “[Y]ou will be like God,” he said. “All you 
have to do is eat this fruit” (Gen. 3:5). She did, and gave some to Adam “who was with her” (v. 6). 
But it was fruit from a tree God told them to stay clear of. In their bid to control their own 
destiny and obtain something beyond the perfect life they enjoyed, they lost everything. 
 
Why should the devil stop there? If he could tempt the first two people to give up everything 
for a foolish dream, why couldn’t he continue to turn God’s people against Him? So he tempts 
us. He tempts us to fulfill every fleshly desire. If we have been blessed with plenty, he tempts us 
to be prideful about what we have and to think we deserve more. If we are blessed with little, 
he tempts us to be bitter and discontent and to covet what others have. This is why the Proverb 
says, “[G]ive me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is needful for me, lest I be full and 
deny you and say, ‘Who is the LORD?’ or lest I be poor and steal and profane the name of my God” (Pro. 
30:8-9). 
 
The devil also tempts us to recklessness. He wants us to become bored with the responsible life. 
He wants us to take unnecessary risks, even if they endanger ourselves or others. What matters 
overall is that he gets each of us to focus on what makes us happy, what we want, what others 
should do for us. His goal is to get all creatures to reject their Creator, just as he did. He tempts 
us to believe the lie that we don’t have to answer to anyone, and that we should fear, love, and 
trust not the one true God, but the god of self. 
 
And the devil has often succeeded. In fact, there is no one here who has not fallen for his 
temptations. So when he saw the man Jesus head into the wilderness following His baptism, 
why shouldn’t he have success against Him too? For forty days, Satan tempted Jesus (Mar. 1:13, 
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Luk. 4:2). We do not have record of all those temptations, but no doubt the devil employed his 
full arsenal. Hebrews 4:15 says that Jesus “in every respect has been tempted as we are.” 
 
What is recorded today appears to be the devil’s last, best effort—at least for the time being. 
Jesus had now been fasting for forty days and nights, which corresponds to the length of our 
season of Lent. Think how you would feel after just four days of fasting. You would be weak 
and probably have a pounding headache. It would be hard to focus—this, after just four days. 
Jesus fasted for forty. 
 
Seeing His physical weakness, the devil now attacked Jesus’ claim to be God. What sort of God 
suffers? What sort of God is weak? “If You are the Son of God,” he said. “If You are the Son of 
God, You shouldn’t be suffering. If You are the Son of God, You shouldn’t be hungry. Why 
don’t You just turn these stones into bread?” And why shouldn’t He? It was because Jesus had 
not come to serve Himself but His Father. He later said to His disciples, “My food is to do the will 
of him who sent me and to accomplish his work” (Joh. 4:34). So He told the devil, “It is written, ‘Man 
shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 
 
This is why God might allow us to hunger at times and to struggle along. It is not to drive us 
away from Him, but to teach us to trust His Word. Moses explained this to the Israelites after 
their forty years of wandering in the wilderness. He told them that the LORD “humbled you and 
let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that he 
might make you know that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by every word that comes 
from the mouth of the LORD” (Deu. 8:3). 
 
The fact that Jesus quoted from this passage shows that His forty days in the wilderness had 
something to do with the Israelites’ forty years in the wilderness, and also with our own time of 
wandering in this world. What the Israelites and we do with doubts and complaining, Jesus did 
perfectly on our behalf, never succumbing to the devil. 
 
Hearing Jesus quote from the Scriptures, the tempter devised a plan to use God’s Word against 
Him. He took Jesus to the top of the temple, that place of God’s holy presence, and urged Him 
to throw Himself into the arms of the angels. After all, hadn’t God said that He would send His 
angels to protect His people? Again, Jesus quoted words that Moses had spoken to the 
Israelites: “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test” (Deu. 6:16). 
 
Then the devil tried once more. From a high mountain, he showed Jesus “all the kingdoms of the 
world and their glory.” “All these I will give You,” he said, “if You will fall down and worship me.” 
Setting aside the question of whether or not the devil could actually deliver these kingdoms to 
Jesus, what he was really asking for was Jesus’ soul. But it wasn’t just the soul of Jesus he hoped 
to gain; it was the souls of everybody. 
 
If Jesus had done this, the devil would have won. He would have unseated God from His 
throne. He would have made the Creator bow to him, a fallen creature. Then the universe 
would have a wretched and diabolical overlord instead of a merciful Savior. But your soul is 
worth more to Jesus than that. Your soul is worth more than all the power and glory the world 
can offer. Jesus would not be tempted to abort His mission. Speaking once again words that 



 4 

Moses spoke, He said, “You shall worship the Lord your God and Him only shall you serve” (Deu. 
6:13). 
 
So Jesus succeeded against the devil where you and I have so often failed. He did not give in to 
temptation. He did not compromise His soul. As the last part of Hebrews 4:15 tells us, Jesus “in 
every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.” I do not say this just for comparison’s 
sake, to show that you are a sinner but Jesus was not. I say this for your comfort. Jesus lived a 
sin-free life for you. He withstood temptation for your sake. 
 
There are many times you have put your soul on the line to pursue what the devil and your 
sinful nature wanted. The devil had you right where he wanted you. But Jesus took your place 
in the scales of justice. He set His perfect life against God’s righteous demands, and the scales 
were balanced. Then He offered up His holy life in payment for your sins. In this way, He 
redeemed your soul. He bought it with His precious blood, so that you would be joined to Him 
and not the devil. 
 
If Jesus should think so much of your soul, you should too. No amount of riches, glory, and 
power in the world is worth the loss of your faith. No “deal with the devil” is worth the cost of 
your eternal soul. Jesus told His disciples, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and 
take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or 
What Shall a Man Give in Return for His Soul?” Let it be your whole purpose to commit your 
body, soul, and all you have to Jesus, who has already secured for you the eternal glories of 
heaven. 
 
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost; as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever 
shall be, forevermore. Amen. 

+  +  + 
 


