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False Promises 
The First Sunday of Lent  

Luke 4:1-13 
Sunday, March 6, 2022 

By Rev. Dr. Chris Keating  
It isn’t that Jesus is saying no to the devil, but rather yes to God—calling us to ground our lives 

within the promises of the one who rejected the powers of the world 

 

Is it me, or does it feel exceptionally cruel that Girl Scout Cookies are being delivered just as 
Lent is beginning? At the very moment so many people are vowing to sacrifice something – 
dessert, treats, chocolate, coffee – caseloads of Thin Mints have somehow managed to make 
their way through the otherwise undependable supply chain?  

Does anyone else smell a conspiracy? 

I was reading a magazine the other day that said the best way to avoid being tempted by junk 
food is to remove cookies from your cupboards. So, I decided I would bring all the girl scout 
cookies to my office.  

Presbyterians do not talk much about giving up things—at Lent, or really at any other time.  We 
may be a bit like the old Scottish pubkeeper who watched one of his customers maintain a 
rather strange ritual every week. The customer would enter the pub and order three drinks. 
Week after week, the man repeated this slightly strange ritual. One night, the bar tender 
wandered over to the man’s table. “Every week I see ye orderin’ three drinks. It’s a bit strange, 
don’t you think?”  The customer smiled and said, “Oh, well I have two brothers who are living 
in the States. We promised each other that whenever have a drink, we would order three to 
maintain the bonds of family.” The bartender smiled in appreciation, “What a wonderful thing 
that is.” A few weeks later, the man returned to the bar. But this time he only ordered two 
drinks. The pubkeeper, assuming one of the man’s brothers had died, made his way to the 
man, and said, “Oh, my condolences on the death of one of your brothers…I remember you 
telling me about the three drinks.”   

The man looked surprised, but said, “You’ll be happy to know my brothers are alive and well. 
I’ve just decided to give up drinking for Lent.”  

What are you giving up for Lent? The practice of giving up comes from Jesus’ 40 days of fasting 
and temptation in the wilderness. Our Lenten journeys begin each year by revisiting this story 
of Jesus’ retreat into the wilderness.  The Spirit of God leads Jesus into this place of rugged 
isolation, a place defined by what Belden Lane has called “fierce landscapes.” Scripturally 
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speaking, the wilderness is always a time of both testing and growth. It is in the wilderness that 
Israel wanders—but it is also a place where they are led by God, accompanied by the cloud and 
mystery of God’s presence. In the New Testament, John goes into the wilderness to prepare for 
the coming of the kingdom of God. Jesus, too, retreats into the wilderness after being baptized 
– it is a place where he wrestles with temptations, gives up food in fasting, and offers himself 
in prayer. The wilderness life is harsh and difficult. Lane, who as a Presbyterian taught theology 
at Saint Louis University for many years, suggests that it is only in those fierce landscapes that 
intimacy with God is truly achieved. “God’s invitation to the spiritual life is a call to the high-risk 
venture of being loved more fiercely than we ever might have dreamed,” writes Lane, who has 
spent a lifetime hiking the canyons and wilderness places of the world. 1 

There is an inseparable connection between geography and spirituality. This connection is 
often neglected, especially in North American culture where we are often focused on getting 
from place to place as quickly as possible. But for centuries, Lane argues, Christians sought 
solace in the fierce and untamed wildernesses of deserted places – much like Jesus, whom 
Luke tells us was “led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by 
the devil.” 

We misread Jesus’ journey into the wilderness if we see it only as “giving up” or saying “No” to 
things we should probably not be eating anyway.  Instead, Jesus models for us another Lenten  
practice: we grow by how we say yes. 

Saying yes to God is an affirmation of our deepest identity, and a rejection of the false claims 
that our lives are ultimately under our complete control. 

We misread this story of Jesus’ fasting and temptations if we see it only as Jesus giving up the 
relative comforts of home. This story prompts us to learn something new about God, and 
perhaps even something new about us.  

Jesus is doing something more than giving up Thin  Mints.  

Led by the Spirit, with the baptismal waters of Jordan still dripping down his back, Jesus enters 
the howling silence of the desert – surrounded by scrub brush, water-parched canyons, and 
the devil’s hostile provocations. Led by the Spirit, he wrestles with his own humanity. In the 
wilderness, Jesus does not give up something but instead takes up his calling and purpose.  

It is one thing to give up treats and extras. It is another thing to give ourselves to the work of 
God—to give of ourselves, to share what we have, to walk into the wilderness and defy the 
false promises of the one who is always tempting us to be more, to do more, to have more.  

And that makes the difference.  

 
1 Belden Lane, “The Solace of Fierce Landscapes” 
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Imagine Jesus out in the desert, thirsting and famished. The devil, who appears to be quite the 
person of compassion, sees the hunger in Jesus’ eyes. “Jesus,” one writer envisions the devil 
saying, “you’re hungry. And you’re God’s Son. God’s Son doesn’t need to be famished.”  

After all, isn’t feeding the hungry a good thing? We are a Hunger Action Congregation in the 
Presbyterian Church, which means we are actively trying to end hunger in our world and in our 
community. We raise thousands of dollars a year to help feed the hungry. That is a good thing. 
Even Jesus knows this: he will see to it that the hungry crowds who follow him into a 
wilderness place will be fed.  

But Jesus sees through the temptation to idolize charitable giving that is not rooted in the 
righteousness God demands. The devil pushes forward. “Look, here are some s tones. They 
could be loaves. Your word could change them.”2 

It’s a false promise. It’s not an offer of comfort, but an invitation to satisfy himself, more than 
feeding others. He embraces his identity: “One does not live by bread alone.” 

Yet the devil is not deterred. I imagine him to be a bit like Logan Roy in HBO’s series, 
“Succession.”  The devil whisks Jesus off in his own helicopter.  His pilot turns the helicopter 
around, and the devil shows him all the kingdoms of the world.  

And as the writer I quote before says,  
“The devil was a very reasonable man. He realized the grasp he had over people 
worldwide. He realized also how Jesus wanted all creation to know him as Lord. So, he 
made a proposal, a contract, whereby Jesus could have all his heart desired. 

“Jesus,” the devil says, “oh my friend Jesus, all that I have, I would give to you. All that 
you want should be, could be, yours. Just bend the knee and worship me.” 

But Jesus realizes this, too, is a fake promise. It is a ploy that plays into our emotions—our 
quest for power. This is the quest that drives leaders to cross boundaries of sovereign nations 
and rob people of their lives. This is the quest for power that insists on its own way—yet Jesus 
knows that is a fake promise. And he summons his resistance to the devil’s temptations once 
more. .  

There are, write Charles Campbell, powers of the world that “hold people captive; they are the 
institutions and systems, along with driving spirit within them, that promise people life but in 
fact lead people along the way of death.”3  These powers are seductive in drawing us in with 
fake promises. And, like every fake promise, they lead us into the wildernesses of despair and 

 
2 “A Very Reasonable Man,” Stages on the Way – Worship Resources for Lent, Holy Week & Easter, the Iona 
Community/Wild Goose Worship Group (GIA Publications, 2000), p. 22. 
3 Charles Campbell “Luke 4:1-13, First Sunday in Lent,”  The Lectionary Commentary, Vol. 3, The Gospels. 
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isolation. In response to those fake promises, Jesus offers us hope. “Worship the Lord your God 
alone.”  

Jesus does not give up anything in Lent. Instead, he reminds us that in the wonders of grace, 
we are to give ourselves to God—to each other, and to the world God so deeply loves. Amen.  
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the howling silence of the desert – surrounded by scrub brush, water-parched canyons, and 
the devil’s hostile provocations. Led by the Spirit, he wrestles with his own humanity. In the 
wilderness, Jesus does not give up something but instead takes up his calling and purpose.  

It is one thing to give up treats and extras. It is another thing to give ourselves to the work of 
God—to give of ourselves, to share what we have, to walk into the wilderness and defy the 
false promises of the one who is always tempting us to be more, to do more, to have more.  

And that makes the difference.  

 
1 Belden Lane, “The Solace of Fierce Landscapes” 
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Imagine Jesus out in the desert, thirsting and famished. The devil, who appears to be quite the 
person of compassion, sees the hunger in Jesus’ eyes. “Jesus,” one writer envisions the devil 
saying, “you’re hungry. And you’re God’s Son. God’s Son doesn’t need to be famished.”  

After all, isn’t feeding the hungry a good thing? We are a Hunger Action Congregation in the 
Presbyterian Church, which means we are actively trying to end hunger in our world and in our 
community. We raise thousands of dollars a year to help feed the hungry. That is a good thing. 
Even Jesus knows this: he will see to it that the hungry crowds who follow him into a 
wilderness place will be fed.  

But Jesus sees through the temptation to idolize charitable giving that is not rooted in the 
righteousness God demands. The devil pushes forward. “Look, here are some s tones. They 
could be loaves. Your word could change them.”2 

It’s a false promise. It’s not an offer of comfort, but an invitation to satisfy himself, more than 
feeding others. He embraces his identity: “One does not live by bread alone.” 

Yet the devil is not deterred. I imagine him to be a bit like Logan Roy in HBO’s series, 
“Succession.”  The devil whisks Jesus off in his own helicopter.  His pilot turns the helicopter 
around, and the devil shows him all the kingdoms of the world.  

And as the writer I quote before says,  
“The devil was a very reasonable man. He realized the grasp he had over people 
worldwide. He realized also how Jesus wanted all creation to know him as Lord. So, he 
made a proposal, a contract, whereby Jesus could have all his heart desired. 

“Jesus,” the devil says, “oh my friend Jesus, all that I have, I would give to you. All that 
you want should be, could be, yours. Just bend the knee and worship me.” 

But Jesus realizes this, too, is a fake promise. It is a ploy that plays into our emotions—our 
quest for power. This is the quest that drives leaders to cross boundaries of sovereign nations 
and rob people of their lives. This is the quest for power that insists on its own way—yet Jesus 
knows that is a fake promise. And he summons his resistance to the devil’s temptations once 
more. .  

There are, write Charles Campbell, powers of the world that “hold people captive; they are the 
institutions and systems, along with driving spirit within them, that promise people life but in 
fact lead people along the way of death.”3  These powers are seductive in drawing us in with 
fake promises. And, like every fake promise, they lead us into the wildernesses of despair and 

 
2 “A Very Reasonable Man,” Stages on the Way – Worship Resources for Lent, Holy Week & Easter, the Iona 
Community/Wild Goose Worship Group (GIA Publications, 2000), p. 22. 
3 Charles Campbell “Luke 4:1-13, First Sunday in Lent,”  The Lectionary Commentary, Vol. 3, The Gospels. 
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isolation. In response to those fake promises, Jesus offers us hope. “Worship the Lord your God 
alone.”  

Jesus does not give up anything in Lent. Instead, he reminds us that in the wonders of grace, 
we are to give ourselves to God—to each other, and to the world God so deeply loves. Amen.  


