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Luke 4:1-13 
“Called to Flourish” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 Today we begin a Lent preaching series called “Life’s Great Calling.” The thesis of this series is that we find life’s 
great purpose––we find the energizing and organizing center of our lives––in Jesus Christ who calls to follow him. We are 
going to explore this for our lives today by looking at Jesus’ call to his first disciples in the early chapters of Luke.  
 

But before we get to Jesus’ call to his disciples, we’re going to hear the story about when the Holy Spirit led Jesus 
into the wilderness where he was tempted by the devil. He wasn’t in the desert just to be tempted. The purpose of this 
temptation was for him to learn the life of flourishing as God’s beloved son. The flourishing life is the one we live as God’s 
beloved children, entirely by God’s gracious power. 
 

___ 
 

I believe that we want nothing more than to flourish as human beings. To live full of joy and purpose, in freedom 
and love, to live a life as deep as our souls. I suspect that this why, in so many commercials, the people we see are all 
having such a great time? They smile and laugh. They’ve got their arms around each other. They canoe on a mountain 
lake. It looks so blissful. They walk hand in hand in a park. And it’s a commercial for, say, a pain reliever! Why don’t these 
people advertising pain relievers look like they’re in pain? Because the commercial doesn’t aim at our pain, at our 
suffering, but at our desire to live meaningful, flourishing lives. 

 
But when the Holy Spirit filled Jesus and led him to where he’d be refined to embrace God’s life-giving calling, he 

led him to a place that’s hardly the image of flourishing life. The Spirit led him to the Judean desert. The image on the 
screen shows what the Judean wilderness looks like. For forty days, Jesus lived there without food or companionship, with 
basically no say over what happened to him. The Judean desert was about the most inhospitable place to human life that 
Jesus could have been led. It could be, that’s why the Spirit took him there. 

 
The Spirit led Jesus to a place where he was stripped down to nothing. It was just Jesus and the Spirit. And after 

forty days, the devil showed up. 
 
The devil tempted Jesus in three areas where he was vulnerable to pursuing a calling that was lesser than God’s. 

We need to listen to Jesus’ temptations because they are our temptations too. The devil tempted Jesus with what the 
wilderness took away: physical comfort and security, power and control, and affection and esteem. The reason these were 
real temptations for Jesus was that they were things he needed to flourish.  

 
Wouldn’t a life filled with all the security you needed, affection you wanted, and power you wanted––wouldn’t 

such a life result in our flourishing? But the temptation isn’t needing these. It’s in where in where we will seek fulfillment of 
these needs. The temptation is that Jesus, and we, would seek these from sources other than God. 

 
The devil’s methods are ingenious. See, the devil never tempts with what is obviously evil. The devil’s tempts with 

what seems good and attractive, with what might seem to give us the life we desire. 
 
The devil said to Jesus, “If you are the Son of God, tell this stone to become bread.” How could that not be a good 

thing? Forty days without food, Jesus must have been close to starvation. H must have been close to death so why 
shouldn’t he make a way to eat? But the temptation wasn’t to eat. It was to use his power as God’s Son to alleviate his 
discomfort and to secure his own life.  

 
If Jesus chose to live securing his own life, if he lived just to survive, what’s to say that he’d stop at turning stones 

into bread when he was hungry? When the purse for his ministry was getting light would he turn pebbles into coins? When 
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he incited such opposition that people wanted to kill him, would he turn his disciples into bodyguards? His refusal to turn 
stones into bread was a commitment of trust in God for his security in life. 

 
Jesus told the devil, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live on bread alone.’” Because Jesus knew what we perhaps also 

know. That you can have enough bread, enough money to survive on, enough physical security, and still feel like it isn’t 
enough. It isn’t that wanting security and to survive is wrong. It’s that, sought apart from God, we are left feeling anxious. 
On the God who makes life can secure our lives. Flourishing life doesn’t pour forth from anxious hearts. When God is our 
security, if God is our life, our hearts may trust that there will be enough because God never lacks. 

 
The devil tempted Jesus a second time, “[leading] him up to a high place and showing him…all the kingdoms of 

the world.” The devil said, “I will give you all their authority and splendor, because it is mine and I can give it to anyone I 
want to. All you have to do is worship me.” Jesus in charge of all the world’s kingdoms sounds like a pretty good idea. 
Who would run the world better than Jesus? Let Jesus take charge of economies and militaries and governments. Let Jesus 
take office and make the world great. 

 
But that Jesus would take power, take control for himself was precisely the temptation. Because if Jesus really 

wanted power and control in the world, what would he not do to keep it? How long before he’d command troops to 
neutralize threats to his power? How long before his decisions weren’t seeking the good of others, but seeking what would 
enable him to control the world as he wanted. A Jesus bent on having power and control the world would not be able to 
pray to God Gethsemane, before going to the cross, “Not my will but your will be done.” 

 
So he told the devil, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.’” Because Jesus knew 

something that we have experienced, which is that if you are trying to control people, you cannot serve and love them. 
There are parents here today who might feel like they want to control their children in worship. I know because I’ve been 
that parent before. And I can tell you that when I am trying to control my children I can’t serve them. And I can’t worship 
God with thanksgiving for my kids. 

 
To seek flourishing by getting more control or power for ourselves, is to live a frustrated life. But to live trusting 

that God is in control, and to live from God’s power, that’s a tremendous freedom. Because God’s power runs on the self-
giving love that our hearts so desire. Hearts don’t thrive on control; they thrive on love that wants to give itself away. 

 
Which brings us to the last temptation, when the devil took Jesus to Jerusalem and had him stand on the highest 

point of the Temple. The devil said, “If you are God’s Son, throw yourself down from here. For it is written, “‘He will 
command his angels concerning you to guard you carefully; they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike 
your foot against a stone.’” If Jesus wanted popularity and esteem, what could have been better than a death-defying dive 
from the Temple? He’d win the affection of his people. He’d be a spiritual rock star! How many followers on Twitter 
would he have after that? And that was the temptation––that Jesus would live seeking the affection and approval of others. 

 
If Jesus lived for popularity, he wouldn’t have preached that edgy sermon in Nazareth that nearly got him thrown 

off a cliff. If Jesus sought to flourish from the affection of others, what would happen when he stood trial for blasphemy, 
and got spat on, and consigned to cross, which was the Roman Empire’s ultimate symbol of disapproval. 

 
Jesus replied to the devil, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” Do not test God to see whether 

God will be faithful to you or not. As though God’s promises, God’s affectionate loyalty to us might be traded for other 
affections, for the loyalties of those who are not God. So Jesus knows the temptation of peer pressure, where we might do 
what we know is wrong to win the affection of others. He knows why someone might knock themselves out for a 
promotion in work that doesn’t really turn them on, because the promotion would at least confer higher status and sense 
of worth. 

 
Each of the devil’s temptations was enticement toward a vision of flourishing that left God out of the picture. And 

the enticements sounded so good: you can make yourself secure and ensure your survival; you can have control and 
exercise power to make life how you want it; you can get the affection and esteem that you crave. Isn’t this the stuff of our 
fantasies, or primetime television storylines, and the lures that advertisements dangle at us countless times a day? 

 
But it’s also the stuff of our frustration. Because what if we think over the last week? Think back over when we 

were worried or anxious. When we were frustrated that things weren’t going the way we wanted. When we felt like we 
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weren’t cared for? Day by day, even moment by moment, we face the temptation to live from our anxieties and insecurity, 
to life from our frustration and anger, to live out of loneliness. These are manifestations of the brokenness that Jesus came 
to save us from. He faced them too, but he refused to life from them.  
 

Jesus was the perfect savior, he lived the fullest, most abundant human life, because he lived all things in the power 
of the Holy Spirit. The life of flourishing is not the life in which there’s no struggle or frustration, no worry or sense of lack. 
The life of abundance is about choosing again and again to receive all things from God. To receive security from God. To 
receive power from God. To receive love from God.  

 
So we don’t have to live bent on our survival because Christ gives eternal life that death can’t destroy. If God 

holds our lives so securely, we can let go of control and live in the power of God’s Spirit who leads us into a better life than 
the one we’d make for ourselves. If we live from the fullness of the Holy Spirit who pours God’s love into us in Christ, we 
don’t have to live for the esteem of others. We know that no one esteems us more than Christ who was dying to love us on 
the cross. 

 
Luke says, “When the devil had finished all this tempting, he left Jesus until an opportune time”––the time when 

Jesus would be betrayed by his own disciple, denied by his closest friend, and arrested at the hour when darkness seemed 
to reign. But Jesus commitment to the cross had already been made back in the desert. 

 
When Jesus’ died for us and when the God raised Jesus from death, God made communion with us so that means 

we never live on our own. We will never be without life. We will never be without power. We will never be without love. 
In Jesus Christ, God pours all of his life and love and power into the depths of our being. And that’s the flourishing life––
it’s God’s life.  

 
The flourishing life you seek is the one in which you simply let God be God for you in Christ. Amen. 
 
 


