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Our exegesis must govern our theology, not the other 

way around. 

If our exegesis is at odds with our theology—and if 

we are confident in our exegesis—then maybe we 

should begin making changes to our theology rather 

than searching for solace in the likes of Paul, John, or 

Acts. …  

Surely it is our duty to allow the results of our 

exegesis to reshape and even change, if necessary, our 

theology.—Did Jesus Teach Salvation by Works?, 

pages 317, 13, Alan P. Stanley. 
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MARK’S WILDERNESS TESTING OF JESUS 

And the Spirit immediately drove [Jesus Christ] out into the wilderness. 

He was in the wilderness forty days, 

tempted by Satan; 

and he was with the wild beasts; 

and the angels waited on him. (Mark 1:12-13, NRSV) 

 

 

MATTHEW’S WILDERNESS TESTING OF JESUS 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

He fasted forty days and forty nights
1
, 

and afterwards he was famished. 

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, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’
2
” 

Then the devil took him to the holy city 

and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple  

saying 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, so that you will not dash your foot 

against a stone.’
3
” 

Jesus said to him, 

“Again it is written, 

‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’
4
” 

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain 

and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 

and he said to him, “All these I will give you, 

if you will fall down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, 

and serve only him.’
5
” 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.  (Matthew 4:1-11, 

NRSV) 

 

 

                                                      
1
 “[Jesus] was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan”. (Mark 1:13, NRSV). “For forty days [Jesus] was 

tempted by the devil”. (Luke 4:2, NRSV) 
2
 Deuteronomy 8:3 

3
 Psalm 91:11, 12 

4
 Deuteronomy 6:16 

5
 Deuteronomy 6:13 
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THE NEW TESTAMENT DOCUMENTS PRIOR TO MATTHEW 

 

The earliest documents were by Paul 

As their identifying features developed, each community of the followers of Jesus Christ kept 

preparing documents. Centuries later, some of these were adopted into the collection that would 

become known as “The New Testament” [NT]. 

The earliest NT documents are letters by the Apostle Paul. Of the 13 letters attributed to Paul, scholars 

agree that 7 are genuinely by him: 1 Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 

Philippians, Philemon, and Romans.  

Paul, who died in 64 CE, did not write about Jesus’ life nor did Paul provide any of the presentations 

that Jesus delivered during his ministry. Paul’s writings, therefore, were not a source for the 

Wilderness Testing in the Gospels. 

Mark was the earliest Gospel, followed later by Matthew 

The earliest document to provide a story of Jesus’ ministry, later known as The Gospel According to 

St Mark, was prepared about 70 CE. Mark was thus prepared some 6 years after Paul’s death and in 

the midst of the Jewish uprising that witnessed the sacking of Jerusalem by their Roman overlords, 

along with the demolition of the Jews’ temple. 

The Gospel of Mark is generally dated to the decade of the 70s, Matthew and Luke to 

the 80s, and John to the 90s.
6
 

------ 

Mark’s Gospel was probably written during the last year of the Jewish war against 

Rome (64-70 C.E.).
7
 

Documents presenting the life and/or sayings of Jesus Christ continued to be produced. Each 

document was prepared for and by its community of believers. Following on from Mark, the next 

narrative of Jesus’ life and teachings that would become part of the NT was prepared during the 80s. 

It would later be known as The Gospel According to St Matthew. This was some 15 years after the 

carnage wrought by the Romans upon Jerusalem and more than 50 years after Jesus’ ministry. 

The gospel we call Mark (although we do not know historically who actually wrote 

these gospels, I use their traditional attributions) was written either during the war 

itself, perhaps during a temporary lull in the siege of Jerusalem, or immediately after 

the defeat, in 70 C.E. 

Matthew and Luke wrote some ten to twenty years later, each using Mark as his basis 

and expanding Mark’s narrative with further sayings and stories. Most scholars 

believe that John wrote his gospel, perhaps in Alexandria, about a generation after the 

war, c. 90-95 C.E. 

                                                      
6
 Satan: A Biography, page 85 

7
 Birth of Satan, page 115 



The New Testament documents prior to Matthew 
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Only one of Jesus’ followers whose writings were later incorporated into the New 

Testament—Paul of Tarsus—wrote before the war and could, of course, say nothing 

about Jesus in relation to it.
8
 

Mark’s account of Jesus Christ’s wilderness testing 

Mark follows Jesus’ baptism with his anointing by the Spirit descending from heaven and the voice of 

divine approval.
9
 Immediately, this Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness, where he stayed for forty 

days, “tempted by Satan”. 

And the Spirit immediately drove [Jesus Christ] out into the wilderness. He was in the 

wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the 

angels waited on him. (Mark 1:12-13, NRSV) 

That is the totality of Mark’s account. 

Mark frames his narrative at its beginning and at its climax with episodes in which 

Satan and his demonic forces retaliate against God by working to destroy Jesus. Mark 

begins by describing how the spirit of God descended upon Jesus at his baptism, and 

“immediately drove him into the wilderness, and he was in the wilderness forty days 

being tempted by Satan, and was with the animals, and the angels ministered to him” 

(1:12-13). 

From that moment on, Mark says, even after Jesus left the wilderness and returned to 

society, the powers of evil challenged and attacked him at every turn, and he attacked 

them back, and won. 

Matthew and Luke, writing some ten to twenty years later, adopted and elaborated 

this opening scenario. Each turns it into a drama of three temptations, that is, three 

increasingly intense confrontations between Satan and the spirit of God, acting 

through Jesus.
10

 

 

                                                      
8
 Origin of Satan, page 8 

9
 Mark 1:1-11 

10
 Origin of Satan, pages 11-12 
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MATTHEW IS A CAREFULLY CRAFTED DOCUMENT 

 

Discern all contexts responsible for the written material 

Writing is a powerful tool that is used to inform, educate, control, promote ideology, and so forth. In 

every instance, the purpose of writing is to directly influence the writer’s immediate reader, whatever 

format is employed. Understanding the context created by the writer is important to finding the 

intentions. What caused the writer to write? What response did the writer anticipate from their reader? 

What was taking place at that time in the lives of the writer and of the recipient? What local idioms 

were in use at that moment? What reasoning processes did they employ at that time? 

Such questions need to be applied to each passage and to each document of the Jewish/Christian 

Scriptures. The modern reader needs to take full account of each original situation, because each 

writer was focused on their local immediate community. 

What messages were the original writers of the Wilderness Testing of Jesus giving to their immediate 

community? Why was it written? How was the local community expected to respond? 

Our narrative [of the Wilderness Testing] is woven in one piece throughout. It cannot 

be regarded as a secondary composition, in which separate logia have been 

incorporated into some specially constructed framework. The one who composed the 

framework also formulated the questions and selected the quotations.
11

 

The earliest details of the Wilderness Testing are in Matthew 

The Gospel attributed to Matthew was composed about 85 CE, some fifteen years later than Mark’s 

Gospel. Matthew was thus written more than 50 years after the setting of the “Temptations” narrative. 

It is not an eye witness account yet it provides details of three temptations and of the dialog, even 

though this was apparently not available to the earlier writers of the earlier Gospel of Mark. 

Matthew is thus the earliest NT document that provides details of the wilderness testing of Jesus 

Christ. The earlier Gospel of Mark briefly mentions a 40-day testing of Jesus in the wilderness but it 

is the later Gospel of Matthew that develops a narrative. 

The even later Gospel According to St Luke virtually repeats the Wilderness Testing of Matthew. The 

Gospel According to St John, prepared by the Johannine Community, ignores the episode. Some see 

John’s reference to Jesus as the “True Bread” as making a reference to the Wilderness episode. 

                                                      
11

 The Testing of God’ Son, page 79 



Matthew is a carefully crafted document 
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The highly educated writer (narrator) of Matthew  

Matthew is a carefully crafted work, composed more than 50 years after the period that it 

presents. 

Our narrator was a scribe, with a profound acquaintance with the implications, 

formulations, imagery and contents of the Old Testament texts. He did not only know 

the texts, he was also familiar with the expositions of them offered by the leading 

“rabbinical” schools from the beginning of our period. 

The type of exegesis with which he was familiar was not that of the Saducees, or of 

the Essenes, but of the Pharisees. … Our narrator has given his narrative a well 

thought out structure that he uses with confident familiarity the motifs and metaphors 

of Scripture and the expository tradition. … He has depicted the Son of God being 

tempted on precisely the three points which pharisaic learning found emphasised in 

Deut 6:5. … 

The creator of the temptation narrative must have been highly educated in the Jewish 

(pharisaic) learning of his time. … That there were many ex-pharisees in the early 

church is a known fact, stated explicitly in Acts 15:5. … 

The man who created the narrative of Jesus’ temptations cannot be characterised more 

exactly than with the logion in Matt 13:52: 

“Therefore every scribe who hath been made a disciple to the kingdom of 

heaven is like unto a man that is a householder, which bringeth forth out of his 

treasure things new and old.”
12

 

The temptation narrative was not written by some simple soul who constructed his 

story with a few suitable quotations from an old and valued scroll: on the contrary, we 

have in it a narrative whose every detail bears the stamp of the late-Jewish (and early 

Christian) scribal tradition. It is an example of an early Christian midrash.
13

 

The Gospel of Matthew is carefully structured 

Matthew’s Gospel is structured around five Discourses
14

: 

(1) Chapters 5 – 7: (Teaching on the mountainside); 

(2) Chapter 10 9: (Instructions to the Twelve Disciples); 

(3) Chapter 13: (Many things spoken in parables); 

(4) Chapter 18: (Teaching the Disciples on moral issues); 

(5) Chapters 24 – 25: (Teaching the Disciples on the Last Days). 

The Gospel has a Prologue (Chapters 1-2) and an Epilogue (28:16-20). Each Discourse is 

preceded with an appropriate narrative section. The division between the five Discourses is 

marked by an almost identical phrase as a concluding remark at the end of the speeches. Each 

discourse concludes: “When Jesus had finished saying these things,” or similar; (7:28. 11:1; 

13:53; 19:1; 26:1).  

At the end of every one of Matthew’s five discourses, Jesus teaches judgment 

by works and the judgment in each case applies to eternal salvation (7:24-27; 

10:40-42; 13:47-50; 18:32-35; 25:31-46).
15

 

                                                      
12

 The Testing of God’s Son, pages 79-83 
13

 The Testing of God’s Son, page 11 
14

 DISCOURSE: Spoken or written communication between people, especially serious discussion of a particular 

subject … which is intended to teach or explain something. 

(https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/discourse Accessed 2 August 2018) 
15

 Salvation by Works?, page 318 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/discourse


Matthew is a carefully crafted document 
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Those phrases lead on to the following part of the gospel. The five parts in their turn start with 

narrative material and end with a discourse. 

Preamble 

a) ch. 1-2 

Part i 

a) 3:1-4:25 Narrative material. 

b) 5:1-7:27 The Sermon on the Mount. 

Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the crowds were 

astounded at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority, and 

not as their scribes. (7:28-29, NRSV) 

Part ii 

a) 8:1-9:35 Narrative material. 

b) 9:36-10:42 Discourse concerning Mission and Martyrdom. 

Now when Jesus had finished instructing his twelve disciples, he went on 

from there to teach and proclaim his message in their cities. (11:1, NRSV) 

Part iii 

a) 11:2-12:50 Narrative and debate material. 

b) 13:1-52 Teaching on the Kingdom of Heaven. 

When Jesus had finished these parables, he left that place. (13:53, NRSV) 

Part iv 

a) 13:54-17:20 Narrative and debate material. 

b) 17:22-18 35 Discourse concerning church administration. 

When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went to 

the region of Judea beyond the Jordan. (19:1, NRSV) 

Part v 

a) 19:2-22:46 Narrative and debate material. 

b) 23:1-25:46 Discourse concerning eschatology. Farewell address. 

When Jesus had finished saying all these things, he said to his disciples, … 

(26:1 ff) 

Epilogue 

a) 26:3-28:20
16

 

Each dialogue and each monologue is an assembly of related sayings that have been selected by the 

writers for doctrinal purposes. These are religious stories produced for doctrinal purposes. The story 

of the Wilderness Testing is one element in this religious strategy. Some statements in Matthew are 

repeated in the subsequent Gospel of Luke, but they are often placed in different contexts. 

 

 

                                                      
16

 School of Matthew, pages 24-25. See also: Matthew: Tyndale NT Commentaries, pages 59-66 
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EACH DOCUMENT ADDRESSED ITS OWN COMMUNITY 

 

The Gospels are not literal biographies 

Each document is a literary composition, not a literal documentary. The Gospels do not provide literal 

biographies of the life of Jesus Christ. 

The widespread but largely mistaken belief [is] that the Gospels are Lives of Christ. 

… To call them biographers without further ado is to focus on what was for them a 

secondary aspect of their work.
17

 

------ 

A gospel is not a theological treatise, certainly, but it is not a biography either; nor is 

it, properly speaking, a compromise between the two nor yet an amalgam of both; it is 

sui generis.
18

 

The nature of the story of The Wilderness Testing of Jesus has to be consistent with the total approach 

taken by the writers. 

No Gospel is literal history. None is a documentary. Each has a religious function and is motivated by 

the desire to influence its own immediate constituency. The aim of Matthew was to show that this 

community was delivering the message of the promised Messiah and to counter the growing influence 

of the Pharisees. 

The Gospels are not simply Lives of Christ. A Gospel (and by that I mean one of the 

four Gospels recognized by the Christian church) is a proclamation in narrative form 

of faith in Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.
 19

 

We must recognize that a literary work or a fragment of tradition is a primary source 

for the historical situation out of which it arose, and is only a secondary source for the 

historical details for which it gives information. (Rudolf Bultmann).
20

 

The Gospels were written decades after the events they present. 

The Gospels were written many years after the events that they record. Though 

narrating events that took place in the first half of the first century CE, the evangelists 

were addressing themselves to their own contemporaries in the second half of the 

same century. So we have to bear in mind the differences between the social and 

political conditions prevailing during Jesus’ lifetime and those of the time of the 

composition of the Gospels.
21

 

                                                      
17

 Understanding the Fourth Gospel, pages 24, 27 
18

 Understanding the Fourth Gospel, pages 332-333 
19

 Gospel of John, page 85 
20

 Gospel of John, page 45 
21

 Gospel of John, page 45 



Each document addressed its own community 
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Each document addressed its local needs. Any writer addresses their immediate reader, targeting their 

contemporary community. This is true for the writers of each document of the Bible. Each was written 

for the local, immediate religious purposes of its writers, to wield influence and to exert control over 

its local Community. 

For example, the writers of The Gospel According to St John (“John”), who are known today as “The 

Johannine Community”, described their experiences at the hand of the leaders of the Jerusalem 

synagogue, including their expulsion, through the medium of the stories in their Gospel.
22

 

The writers of Matthew behaved in this manner as well. When they wrote The Wilderness Testing of 

Jesus, the intention of these writers was to provide messages that their immediate community would 

implement, with direct and tangible outcomes. 

Addressing their own community, their current arguments were delivered through the medium of 

Jesus’ lips while they portrayed their contemporary opponents through voices that the writers of 

Matthew gave to Jesus’ apparent opponents, focusing on the Pharisees. 

Ostensibly historical documents, entirely concerned with events that had occurred in 

the past, they are actually addressed to the evangelists’ own communities and speak to 

their hopes and fears. Such, at least, is the hypothesis that underlies what is known as 

redaction criticism.
23

 

The writers embedded their current desired community values, attitudes and experiences into the text, 

which they presented through a structured narrative. 

Matthew works within Mark’s original framework, but updates events to reflect the 

concerns of his own time, a decade after Mark and after the cataclysmic events of the 

70s.
24

 

------ 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke wrote for different audiences and sought to address specific 

issues within their respective communities.
25

 

Each Gospel was written for a particular period, situation, and purpose. 

While recognizing that the Gospel was actually addressed to the Christian 

community, Wrede insisted that “to achieve an historical understanding of the Gospel 

we must see it as a writing born out of and written for conflict.” 

And further, that “what really allows us to discern the true lever of the Gospel is an 

acknowledgement of its polemical thrust. In a word, from being a timeless meditation, 

the Gospel becomes a writing that belongs to a particular period, has a particular 

situation in view, and is written for a particular purpose.”
26

 

The Gospels reflect the authors’ situations, so that the characters and situations in the texts may reflect 

events from the author’s own experiences. 

Actual conflicts between religious communities of the past were often fictionalized 

and recorded as dramas rather than related in terms of verbatim dialogue. This means 

that stories of conflict in the gospels can be viewed as dramas created to represent and 

record actual dialogue between later religious communities. … 

Given this situation, we must examine religious texts thoughtfully, recognizing that 

some portions may contain valuable information for understanding the development 

of the author’s theology in relation to other contemporary religious texts. 

                                                      
22

 Read, as examples: The Gospel of John in Christian History: Essays for Interpreters, J. Louis Martyn, Paulist 

Press, 1978; The Community of the Beloved Disciple, Raymond E. Brown, Chapman, 1979. 
23

 Gospel of John, page 85 
24

 Birth of Satan, page 115 
25

 Birth of Satan, page 115 
26

 Gospel of John, page 87 



Each document addressed its own community 
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In other words, the characters and situations in the texts may reflect events from the 

author’s own experience of ideological conflict rather than actual “historical” events 

involving those characters.
27

 

The Gospel of Matthew stood as a competitive alternative to the developing Rabbinic movement. 

The Gospel of Matthew is very much a Jewish creation. Written for a community that 

saw itself as the vanguard of Judaism in the aftermath of the Temple’s destruction, 

this gospel stood as a competitive alternative to the developing Rabbinic movement. 

Matthew’s Jesus is not the new Moses, but the embodiment of Wisdom (Matt 23:34; 

compare to Luke 11:49), who remains in the heart of the community (Matt 18:20 and 

28:20).
28

 

 

Matthew defends and protects its Community 

Taken as a whole, each present-day Monotheist religion—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—marks 

out its points of differentiation. Mostly, these are in the form of arguments presented orally or in 

writing. Unfortunately, at times these differences erupt into physical violence. 

Removing the lid from any of these major groupings reveals oral, written, and physical violence 

taking place within. Oral and written missives are hurled between denominations within Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam. The intention of these attacks is to defend the local community while setting 

out the boundaries of the community’s standards and expectations. 

This has been the situation throughout the history of religion. Initially the followers of Jesus Christ 

were a growing irritation—of many—within first-century Judaism. As the writings of Paul attest, 

there was no uniformity from the very start; that was the reason he had to write. Religious documents 

arise in the environment of conflict and of differences, whether oral, written, or physical. 

The writers of the document that was later known as The Gospel According to St Matthew sought to 

set out the parameters of its religious convictions and to attack those who posed as the threat to their 

                                                      
27

 Jesus in Johannine Tradition, page 305 
28

 “Chew on This,” The Fourth R, Issue 27-4, Arthur J. Dewey, Xavier University. 

https://www.westarinstitute.org/resources/the-fourth-r/editorial/chew-on-this-midrash/ (accessed 31 July 2018) 

https://www.westarinstitute.org/resources/the-fourth-r/editorial/chew-on-this-midrash/


Each document addressed its own community 

16 

Community. Repeatedly throughout its Gospel, the Matthew community’s antagonism was directed at 

the Jews’ religious leaders, most particularly the Pharisees. 

The primary aim of the evangelists was to promote faith in Jesus, rather than to document his life. 

To call the Gospels Lives of Christ without further ado is inadequate and misleading, 

simply because we have not yet taken account of the primary aim of the evangelists, 

which was to promote faith in Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.
29

 

The writers were obsessive in their condemnation of the Pharisees 

The writers of Matthew let loose with their condemnations of the Pharisees, their antagonism 

bordering on obsession. No love is lost for them by the writers. This hatred explodes in Chapter 23 of 

Matthew, where, for good measure, the writers have Jesus repeatedly call the Pharisees: hypocrites. 

Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees reaches a climax in Matthew 23. Throughout this 

chapter, Matthew takes sayings attributed to Jesus and turns them into stories of 

conflict that pit Jesus against those he denounces seven times as “scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites,” and even “children of hell” (23:15)
30

 

Matthew portrays Jesus as defeating, silencing and denigrating the Pharisees, who are the opponents 

of the Matthew community.  

3:7. But when [John the Baptist] saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for 

baptism, he said to them, “You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the 

wrath to come?” 

5:20. Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will 

never enter the kingdom of heaven. 

9:11: The Pharisees said to [Jesus’] disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax 

collectors and sinners?” 

9:14: The disciples of John came to [Jesus], saying, “Why do we and the Pharisees 

fast often, but your disciples do not fast?” 

9:34: The Pharisees said, “By the ruler of the demons he casts out the demons.” 

12:2: The Pharisees … said to him, “Look, your disciples are doing what is not 

lawful to do on the sabbath.” 

12:14: The Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to destroy him. 

12:24: The Pharisees … said, “It is only by Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons, that 

this fellow casts out the demons.” 

12:38-39: Some of the scribes and Pharisees said to [Jesus], “Teacher, we wish to see 

a sign from you.” But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation asks for 

a sign.” 

15:1-3: Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do 

your disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands 

before they eat.” He answered them, “And why do you break the commandment of 

God for the sake of your tradition?” 

15:12-13: The disciples approached and said to [Jesus], “Do you know that the 

Pharisees took offense when they heard what you said?” He answered, “Every plant 

that my heavenly Father has not planted will be uprooted. Let them alone; they are 

blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person guides another, both will fall into a 

pit.” 
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16:1: The Pharisees and Sadducees came, and to test Jesus they asked him to show 

them a sign from heaven. 

16:6: Jesus said to them, “Watch out, and beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees.” 

16:11: Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees! 

16:12: [Jesus’ disciples] understood that he had not told them to beware of the yeast 

of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

19:3-4: Some Pharisees came to [Jesus], and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a 

man to divorce his wife for any cause?” He answered, “Have you not read …?” 

21:45: When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that 

he was speaking about them. They wanted to arrest him. 

22:15: Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. 

22:34: When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered 

together. 

22:41-42, 46: While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them this 

question: “What do you think of the Messiah? Whose son is he?” … No one was able 

to give him an answer. 

23:2-3: “The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; therefore, do whatever 

they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do not practice what 

they teach.” 

23:13: Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You lock people out of the 

kingdom of heaven. 

23:15: Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You make the new convert 

twice as much a child of hell as yourselves. 

23:23: Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You blind guides! 

23:25: Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You blind Pharisee! 

23:27: Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You are full of hypocrisy 

and lawlessness. 

23:29 Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! … You snakes, you brood of 

vipers! How can you escape being sentenced to hell? 

27:62-63 The chief priests and the Pharisees gathered before Pilate and said, “Sir, we 

remember what that impostor said while he was still alive”. 

Matthew diverges from Mark in making the Pharisees Jesus’ primary antagonists. For 

Mark it was the Jerusalem scribes who were angered by Jesus’ powerful effect on the 

crowd and charged him with demon possession; but Matthew changes the story to say 

that the Pharisees accused Jesus of “casting out demons by the prince of demons” 

(12:24). 

While Mark says that the Pharisees and the Herodians first plotted to kill Jesus, 

Matthew says that only the Pharisees “went and took counsel, how to destroy him” 

(12:14). 

Matthew even has the Pharisees repeat the charge that Jesus is “possessed by 

Beelzebub” (12:24); Jesus adamantly denies the charge and warns: “If it is by the 

spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon you” 

(12:28). 
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Matthew’s Jesus declares that this supernatural conflict has now split God’s people 

into two separate—and opposing—communities: “Whoever is not with me is against 

me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters” (12:30).
31

 

 

As the narrative proceeds, the antagonism between Jesus and his enemies becomes—

as in the literature of the Essene sectarians—a contest between those whom 

Matthew’s Jesus calls “sons of the kingdom” and the “sons of the evil one” (13:38). 

Jesus repeats John the Baptist’s denunciation of the Pharisees: “You brood of vipers! 

How can you say good things, when you are evil?” (12:34). Then Jesus predicts that 

foreigners shall “arise at the judgment of this generation and condemn it” (12:41). 

Finally, he implicitly accuses those who oppose him of being possessed by demons, 

telling the parable of a man who, having been exorcised, experiences a new invasion 

of “seven other spirits more evil” than the first, “so that the last state of that man 

becomes worse than the first. So shall it be also with this evil generation” (12:45).
32

 

Jesus tells the parable of the weeds, explicitly identifying his opponents as the 

offspring of Satan: “the weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy who sowed 

them is the devil” (13:38-39).
33

 

Matthew’s community at this time is a marginalized group opposed by the Pharisees, 

whom Matthew portrays as Jesus’ opponents (Mt 12:34, 39, 45-46; 15:13; 16:1-12). 

The Pharisees in Matthew’s Gospel are cast in the same role as the “sons of darkness” 

in the Qumran literature. The authors of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the author of 

Matthew all identify their sectarian religious rivals with Satan. 

In Matthew, Jesus’ enemies are identified with Satan; both the Pharisees and Satan 

oppose the Messiah and seek to gain control over the Kingdom.
34

 

To stake its claim, to prevent a Community member defecting, to defend the written text against 

Tradition, the writers of Matthew hurled vehement abuse at the religious leaders who did not agree 

with them and who posed a potential threat. The Matthew community regarded the Pharisees with 

utter contempt. 
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It is clear that the most obvious polemic in [Matthew’s] gospel is directed against “the 

scribes and the Pharisees”. In Matthew these are neither the actual opponents of Jesus, 

nor are they general examples of haughty behaviour, as in Luke. They are the 

representatives of the synagogue “across the street” in Matthew’s community.
35

 

Throughout its Gospel, the writers of Matthew denigrate those religious leaders of their time, placing 

their own antagonism towards the Pharisees onto the lips of Jesus and onto the lips of John the 

Baptist. The writers made Jesus express the views that really were their own. 

From the beginning of his gospel to its end, Matthew indicts Israel’s present leaders 

while he campaigns in favor of Jesus—Israel’s Messiah—and those the new King 

himself appoints.
36

 

The writers of Matthew were intent on promoting their position that Jesus was indeed the Jews’ 

promised Messiah. This was not simply an intellectual exercise. They were determined to give 

absolute legitimacy to their Community. This desire is common to every sect within every religion, 

including Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Each sect, whether in the past or the present, claims to be 

the one and only true voice of God, saying that their version of God, Jesus, and their own message 

makes them uniquely related to the Divine. Consider the arguments—verbal and physical—that the 

world has witnessed and is witnessing between sects (“churches”) within a religion and between 

religions. 

Matthew, proclaiming the message of Jesus the Messiah c. 80 C.E., found himself in 

competition primarily with these Pharisaic teachers and rabbis, who were successfully 

establishing themselves throughout the Jewish world as authoritative interpreters of 

the Torah. 

The Pharisees wanted to place the Torah at the center of Jewish life as a replacement 

for the ruined Temple. Their aim was to teach a practical interpretation of Jewish law 

that would preserve Jewish groups throughout the world as a separate and holy 

people. Matthew saw the Pharisees as the chief rivals to his own teachings about 

Jesus.
37

 

View The Wilderness Testing through the local Community’s attitudes 

The story of The Wilderness Testing of Jesus Christ is an important element of the Gospel and its 

messages needs to be viewed through the testing environment experienced by the local community. 
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CONTEMPORARY DEMONISM 

 

The initial forming of a personal evil spirit 

The personal evil spirit was the outcome of Monotheism’s theodicy. When the Jewish Monotheists 

gained the upper hand in the 6th century BCE, they ran into the problem of accounting for the source 

of all maladies. Certainly God was in absolute control, but how does one therefore account for all the 

“badness” taking place? Theodicy reared its head. So they invented an agent who was taking 

instructions from YHWH and implementing them. This Accuser, this Hindrance, this Opposition, was 

given the name of Satan. At that initial stage, he was a “son of God”, having direct and intimate 

access to YHWH, as described in the Book of Job. 

Some 300 years later, with Jeremiah's promises still unfulfilled, apocalyptic eschatology and 

messianism blossomed in times of feverish speculation. In this environment, the Jews turned this 

Opposer into a personal evil spirit. But he was not the character that he evolved into after the period 

of the New Testament or during the European Middle Ages. 

This personified Evil Spirit became the Leader of likeminded spirits. He was given several names, 

including: Azazel, Beelzebul, Belial, Mastema, and Satan
38

. The Greek Septuagint used the Greek 

(not Hebrew) word diabolos, which is rendered as Devil. The personified Evil Spirit they created 
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enabled the Jews to distinguish God from “badness”, which included the Jews’ ongoing subservience 

to the Gentile overlords. 

Demonic concepts when Matthew was composed 

It is the year 85 CE and the community’s writers have just composed The Wilderness Testing of Jesus. 

Their concepts of Satan and of Devil are those which are held in 85 CE, not those which would be 

held any later, including those in the later Book of Revelation and the superstitious speculations of the 

malevolent character created in the European Middle Ages and beyond. Such later ideas must never 

be impressed onto the story that these leaders of the Matthew Community wrote. 

Earlier New Testament references to evil spirits 

The writings of Apostle Paul are the earliest New Testament documents: 1 Thessalonians, 1 

Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Phillippians, Philemon, and Romans. Paul only employs 

“Satan”; he never uses “Devil” (Diabolos). Paul died in 64 CE. 

The Gospel According to Mark was the earliest, written about 70 CE. It too uses “Satan” and it does 

not use “Devil”. 

The Gospel According to Matthew was written about 15 years after Mark’s Gospel. Chronologically, 

it is the earliest New Testament document to use the Greek word “Devil” (Diabolos). 

The Gospels dominantly focused on Demons. 

Paul and Mark, who both preceded Matthew, use the Hebrew word Satan, which means Hindrance, 

Opposer, and similar. The Gospel of Matthew introduces the Greek word, Diabolos—Devil—the 

word used in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, the Septuagint (LXX). Matthew’s 

Wilderness Testing interchanges “Devil” and “Satan”, while the Gospel shows that it is possible for a 

human to be called a “Satan”. 

Several demonic names used in the contemporary documents 

The earliest New Testament documents are those of the Apostle Paul: 1 Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, 

2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, Philemon, Romans. He died in 64 CE. Paul used the names: 

Demons and Satan. 

In the later part of the First Century, Gospel writers added names and descriptors, including Devil and 

Beelzebub. The Pseudo-Paul writers (1 Timothy; 2 Timothy; Titus; 2 Thessalonians; Colossians; and 

Ephesians) did use Devil although the writings genuinely written by Paul do not use Devil. 

The following diagram depicts this development over time of names or descriptors of the evil spirits. 

In the New Testament, the Devil goes by these names: Satan, Devil, Beelzebub, the Evil One, the 

Prince of this world, Belial, Abaddon, and Apollyon.
39

 Distinctions soon faded, with the result that 

Satan, Satanas, diabolos and diabolus became inter-changeable. 

The New Testament has helped the confusion. Mark did not call the Devil diabolos 

but Satanas. And the Hebrew Satan was sometimes translated in Greek either as 

diabolos or as the Aramaic Satanas. Distinctions soon faded. Satan, Satanas, diabolos 

and diabolus became interchangeable in meaning. If we look at the Gospels, 1 John 

and Revelation, certain patterns emerge: 

 daimonion (evil spirit): known by Mark, Matthew and Luke (John knows no 

casting out of devils, but only the form ‘to have a devil’). In Revelation there 

is one occurrence of daimonion referring to pagan gods and two uses of 

daimon. In I John there is nothing. 

 diabolos: known to Matthew, Luke, 1 John and Revelation. It is unknown to 

Mark. 
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 satanas is known to Mark, Luke, Matthew, and Revelation. It is used once by 

John, but unknown to I John. … 

The tempter of Jesus was called diabolos by Matthew and Luke but satan by Mark. 

… Because of this, commentators and translators equated the two. In the event, Satan 

became the name of the Devil in the equation satan = diabolos, which is specifically 

stated in Revelation (12:9). This reduction and fusion of different demon traditions 

and Devil terms were complete by the third century.
40

 

 

In his genuine writings, Paul employs two terms for evil hindrances, whether 

human or supernatural: Demons and Satan. This list is expanded in the Pseudo-

Pauline documents to include Devil. The Gospels and Revelation employ a range 

of names and epithets, although Mark, the earliest Gospel written, does not use 

Devil. 

Devil (diabolos) and Satan (satanas) in Matthew (NRSV) 

The following is a complete listing of passages in Matthew (NRSV) that contain either devil or Satan.  

Not one of these other passages in Matthew concerning Devil or Satan conveys the idea of “Testing” 

(Tempting). 

4:1: Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

4:5: Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple. 

4:8: Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 

kingdoms of the world. 

4:10: Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan!” 

4:11: Then the devil left him. 

12:26: If Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself. 

13:39: And the enemy who sowed them is the devil. 

16:23: [Jesus] turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling 

block to me.” 
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25:41: Depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. 

The five passages from Chapter 4 of the Gospel relate to the same context—the testing of Jesus 

following his baptism.  

In Matthew’s account, the temptation of Jesus is intimately tied to the language of 

John’s baptism scene. … Jesus’ baptism was not for His repentance but to model for 

Israel true submission and endorsement of John’s word, fulfilling Israel’s covenant 

requirements (3:15; cf. 5:17). Jesus’ actions prove a model of obedience to God’s law, 

the very law He will quote in His temptation.
41

 

There are four other contexts. One (16.23) speaks of Peter being a hindrance (a Satan); the reference 

at 12:26 is simply a rhetorical statement. The reference at 13:39 could relate to anyone at all who 

sought to work against the Kingdom of God. The reference at 25:41 is an eschatological prediction 

and condemnation of the “devil and his angels.” 

Matthew, who, along with his fellow Christians, opposes the rival party of Pharisees, 

casts his gospel primarily as a polemic between Jesus and the Pharisees.
42

 

Demons and exorcism 

According to the Synoptic Gospels, one of Jesus’ chief tasks was the struggle against unclean spirits 

or evil demons. On many occasions, Jesus removed demons from their victims. 

Exorcism is a central, even dominating concern of the synoptic gospels. … The 

exorcism stories are the most frequent form that the combat tradition takes in the 

synoptic gospels. One of the chief tasks of Jesus, as Mark, Matthew, and Luke tell it, 

was the struggle against unclean spirits or evil demons. 

The importance of the exorcism stories in Mark may be illustrated both by their 

number—there are twenty or more …—and by the speed with which the author of 

this gospel gets down to the telling of the first one.
43

 

At some time, [devils] are symbolic of harmful illness, as with the boy described by 

his father as a lunatic whereas he sounds like an epileptic; but ‘when Jesus rebuked it, 

the devil came out of the boy’ (Matthew 17:14-18) … (Mark 9:14-29) … The spirit is 

‘an unclean spirit’ (Luke 9:37-43).
44

 

In Mark 1: 21-28, the crowds watch and listen as an ‘unclean spirit’ and Jesus argue 

(also in Luke 4:31-37). In Matthew (8:32-34), there is a dumb demoniac who speaks 

when the devil is cast out.
45

 

Mark has quite a long narrative about a possessed man. … The evil spirits possessing 

him are challenged by Jesus and their reply as to their name is the famous quotation, 

‘My name is legion, for there are many of us’ (Mark 5:1-20) … (Matthew 8:28-34) … 

(Luke 8:26-39).
46

 

In the Parable of the Sower, “Satan” is the devourer who impedes life 

The final mention of Satan common to all three Synoptic Gospels occurs in the 

context of the Parable of the Sower (Mt 13:1-9; Mk 4:1-9; Lk 8:4-8). … Jesus is the 

sower, and the soil represents the types of people who hear his message. … 

It is in Jesus’ allegorical identification of the birds who eat the seed that fell on the 

pathway that we find the reference to Satan. In Mk 4:15, “Satan” is the name of the 

devourer who swallows up some seeds before they even sprout. In Mt 13:19, the birds 
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are identified with “the evil one;” in Lk 8:12, with “the Devil.” Satan in this parable is 

a strain of voracious antimatter that inhibits healthy life and productivity. This Satan 

impedes life before it gets off the ground, snatching possibilities before they have a 

chance to flourish.
47

 

The devils who tested Jesus Christ 

The “Satan”, the “Devil” of both the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures is not the evil demonic figure it 

later evolved into. In the Hebrew Scriptures, the figure is of a member of the Divine Assembly being 

employed by Yahweh as a tester and an accuser. Similarly, in the Christian Scriptures, apart from the 

bizarre imagery of the Apocalypse, the Book of Revelations (Apocalypse of St John the Divine), the 

Satan/Devil remains a Tester and Hindrance. It should be noted that nations suffer the same 

distortions of reality in the Book of Revelations. One of Jesus’ key disciples and a future leader, 

Apostle Peter, is at one point in Matthew’s Gospel called “Satan”, a hindrance to Jesus. This shows 

that a “Satan” could be a human. 

“Get behind me, Satan” used generically, meaning “obstacle”, “hindrance” 

Peter was called a Satan by Jesus because he was a stumbling block, a “scandal” 

Jesus’ mission is difficult for the disciples to understand. … Peter admonishes Jesus: 

“And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, ‘God forbid it, Lord! 

This must never happen to you’” (Mt 16:22; cf. Mk 8:33). … Jesus rebukes Peter: 

“Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting 

your mind not on divine things but on human things.” (Mt 16:23; cf. Mk 8:33) 

The true meaning of the word “Satan” is revealed in the Matthew passage. Satan, in 

this case, is not meant to refer to the Devil per se, but is used in a generic sense to 

mean “obstacle.”
48

 

The Greek for “stumbling block” is skanda-lon, which gives us not only “scandal” but 

also “slander,” another well-known activity of a diabolos. The root meaning of Satan 

survived into New Testament times, as we may see from a passage that contains both 

Greek and Hebrew words. In Matthew 16, Jesus explains to the disciples the path that 

lies before him—toward the cross. Peter is horrified and tries to dissuade him from his 

course, whereupon Jesus replies, “Get thee behind me, Satan. For you are a skandalon 

[stumbling block] in my way”. (Matt. 16.23)
49

 

Satan was associated with Jesus’ Jewish enemies 

How does the figure of Satan characterize the enemy? What is Satan, and how does 

he appear on earth? The New Testament gospels almost never identify Satan with the 

Romans, but they consistently associate him with Jesus’ Jewish enemies, primarily 

Judas Iscariot and the chief priests and scribes.
50

 

Within the gospels, … the figure of Satan tends to express this dramatic shift of blame 

from “the nations”—ha goyim, in Hebrew—onto members of Jesus’ own people.
51

 

In every case, the decision to place the story of Jesus within the context of God’s 

struggle against Satan tends to minimize the role of the Romans, and to place 

increasing blame instead upon Jesus’ Jewish enemies.
52
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TESTING FACED BY JESUS THROUGHOUT MATTHEW 

The Wilderness Test story is integrally linked with themes developed by the writers of Matthew and 

features of the Testing narrative emerge throughout the Gospel. This narrative is only one of several in 

Matthew where Jesus is tested. These episodes of “testing” take place at the hands of the religious 

leaders who are the focus of the writers’ concerns, the Pharisees. 

The story is directly linked to Jesus’ anointing, with the Spirit from Heaven leading Jesus into the 

wilderness so that he can be tested. The narrative’s theme that God led Jesus to be tested is consistent 

with previous understandings of God’s role. 

Mention of the “Spirit’s” agency ultimately defines the entire temptation as God’s 

doing, but the purpose was expressly for Jesus’ testing.
53

 The temptation narrative 

tells of God putting his son to the test; it is God’s will that is being done. … What 

happens is not an unforeseen attack on the part of the enemy: it is part of the divine 

plan of salvation. The temptations are carried out by Satan; but he acts simply as the 

instrument of God.
54

 

When the Old Testament speaks of JHWH testing his covenant son, “tempting” him, 

it means that God arranges a test to find out if his son is true to the covenant. It is 

almost a formula that God tests “that he might know” whether his chosen one is true 

or not.
55

 

Satan’s intention was, no doubt, to persuade Jesus to do wrong, but the initiative was 

with God, and the whole emphasis of the story is on the testing of Jesus’ reaction to 

his Messianic vocation as Son of God.
56

 

To speak of ‘the temptation’ is misleading because Matthew does not suggest (and 

Luke 4:13, ‘until an opportune time’, clearly denies) that this was the sum-total of 

Jesus’ struggle against Satanic suggestions (cf. Heb. 4:15); it is rather a specific 

examination of Jesus’ newly revealed relationship with God.
57

 

The author of Job speaks … of God as the origin of the tribulation, not only in the 

dialogues ([Job] 3:1-42:6) but also in the final chapter; …[Job] 42:11 speaks of the 

evil that God had brought upon Job.
58

 

JHWH is not said to test heathen people, but only his own, the people of his own 

possession. When the term is used of an individual, it is always a pious man, never an 

ungodly one.
59

 

The narrator skilfully depicts the Satan character as a skilled debater of Scripture, who, like a poet 

gradually intensifies the onslaught, only to be defeated by one who is more skilled at handling the 

Scriptures. 

In Mark, Jesus contests wordlessly against Satan in the wilderness. But Matthew 

borrows sayings from the Q source and shows Satan appearing three times to “test” 

Jesus, as Pharisees and other opponents will test him. Here the Q source turns Satan 

into a caricature of a scribe, a debater skilled in verbal challenge and adept in quoting 

the Scriptures for diabolic purposes.
60

 

The actual temptation account is triadic, composed of three related units (vv. 1-4, 5-7, 

8-11).Rising in intensity, each unit is highly stylized, reflecting a literary genre of 
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rabbinic disputation or debate. These scenes are also joined through imagery of rising 

geographical elevation: “up...into the wilderness” (4:1), “on the pinnacle of the 

temple” (4:5), and culminating with “a very high mountain” (4:8)
61

 

Unlike Luke’s account of Jesus’ temptation (Luke 4:1-12) that only employs “but” 

and “and”, the adverbs and conjunctions used by Matthew reveal an emphasis on 

escalating sequence: “then” [4:1,5,10,11]); “again” [4:7,8].
62

 

The verb peirazō (vv. 1, 3) in Matthew always signifies testing.
63

 The following provides the only 

occasions that the Greek word peirazo (“tempt”, “test”: πειράζω) is used in Matthew’s Gospel: 

4:1: Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the 

devil. 

4:3: The tempter came and said … 

16:1: The Pharisees and Sadducees came, and to test Jesus they asked him to show 

them a sign from heaven. 

19:3: Some Pharisees came to him, and to test him they asked …  

22:15-16, 18: Then the Pharisees went and plotted to entrap him in what he said. So 

they sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians. … Jesus, aware of 

their malice, said, “Why are you putting me to the test, you hypocrites?” 

22:35: When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they gathered 

together, and one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. 

The “testers” are: Devil, Satan, Tempter, Pharisees, Sadducees, and Lawyer (Scribe; Teacher of the 

Law);. The religious leaders wished to test Jesus, which is the same word that describes the action 

taken by Devil—and as sanctioned by “the Spirit”. 

Switching from “devil” (1:b) to “tempter” (3a; contra Luke) [Matthew] emphasizes 

function. By switching terms, Matthew also establishes overt parallels to the Pharisees 

and Sadducees who “tempt” Jesus regarding the gospel (cf. 16:1; 19:3; 22:18, 35); 

especially with the combination of “approach” with “test” used for both the devil 

(19:3; cf. Mark 10:2) and the Pharisees and Sadducees (cf. 22:18, 23, 35). Also, in 

disputation Jesus routinely duels with the Jewish leaders by quoting Scripture.
64

 

The relevant word for “trial” in Greek is peirasmos, from which we get the word 

“empiric,” that is, proceeding by trial (and error). The Latin … word that usually 

translates peirasmos is tentatio (also spelled temptatio). Both peirasmos and tentatio 

tend to be translated into English as “test” when the testee passes the trial, and as 

“temptation” when he fails to pass it. In English, a “tempter” sounds malicious, 

whereas a “tester” is more easily thought of as having good intentions. But in Greek 

and Latin the same word is used in both cases. To make things more complicated, 

peirasmos also means “trial” in the sense of “tribulation.”
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SYMBOLS IN THE WILDERNESS TESTING 

 

The Testing is not the literal record of a physical encounter by Jesus 

It is a strange story, surely not meant to be taken as a literal record of an actual 

encounter with Satan in bodily form. Is it a myth of the divine Redeemer, who by his 

insight and fidelity thwarts the cosmic powers of evil? Is it a legend like those of 

other religions, in which demonic powers try to prevent the founder of the religion 

from undertaking his mission? Or is it a symbolic representation of real temptations 

met and overcome by Jesus either as he faced his mission or in the course of his 

ministry? Probably in these narratives we have reminiscences of an experience that 

would be no less real if the form in which it was told was symbolic.
66

 

------ 

The wilderness (4:1) is one of three topographical locations Matthew stipulates, 

adding “temple” (4:5) and “mountain” (4:8). All three sites functioned as OT 

eschatological locations, that is, major points of divine contact and revelation in 

Israel’s history and Jesus’ teaching of the kingdom.
67

 

The Spirit in Jesus’ inauguration takes him to the Wilderness Testing 

Following Jesus’ baptism, God’s spirit rests on him, dove-like. This is the spirit that Jesus was 

conceived with
68

; the spirit that Jesus baptises with (along with fire)
69

; the spirit who speaks through 

Jesus’ disciples
70

. 
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There is no doubt as to the divine significance ascribed to the spirit of by the writers of Matthew.
71

 

Significantly, this same spirit leads Jesus from his inaugurating baptism directly to his Wilderness 

Testing.  

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

(Matthew 4:1, NRSV) 

In Matthew’s account, the temptation of Jesus is intimately tied to the language of 

John’s baptism scene.
72

 

These narratives show that in the forthcoming Testing, Jesus is represented as the one who is in 

complete harmony with God, that he is anointed by God. Jesus is the one who will be acting in full 

accord with God’s wishes during tests and confrontations. The writers are referring to their own 

position in their confrontation with the Pharisees. 

Matthew presents the baptismal inauguration of Jesus’ ministry as a confrontation with and 

condemnation of “many Pharisees and Sadducees”
73

. Symbolics employed in the baptismal 

inauguration of Jesus’ ministry
74

 demonstrate the divine support that Jesus enjoys, and hence so do his 

true and faithful followers: 

 The voice of proclamation (his cousin John) 

 The teaching of the coming end-time Kingdom 

 Water baptism 

 Voice from heaven 

 Spirit of God 

 Jesus (now the Christ, the Anointed One) 

These features are paralleled by the writers of Matthew in key element of the closing message: 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything 

that I have commanded you. … I am with you always, to the end of the age. (Matthew 

28:19-20, NRSV) 

During an escalating collection of confrontations with the Pharisees
75

, the writers of Matthew 

condemn the Pharisees—through the utterances attributed to Jesus—telling them they are eternally 

condemned due to their rejection of God’s spirit. The writers claim they possess this spirit. 

If it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come 

to you [Pharisees]. … People will be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but 

blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Whoever speaks a word against the 

Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit will not be 

forgiven. (Matthew 12:28, 31-32, NRSV) 

Evidences of Jesus’ distress before the Tests 

Evidences indicate that while Jesus is pictured as submissive to his Father’s testing, he entered into it 

with personal distress. The description that a spirit was “leading” Jesus to his Testing indicates that 

Jesus is not taking the initiative, at best, and it possibly indicates his reluctance and distress. 

The testing at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry finds its parallel in the period immediately prior to his 

trial at the conclusion of his ministry. The Gospel is a carefully structured document.  

Jesus’ obedience during His desert testing (Matt. 4:1-11) is perfected during His final 

testing in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:39).
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During that pre-trial period, Jesus is “deeply grieved, even unto death”. He wishes to be spared but 

will accede to the father’s wishes. The spirit was strog but the flesh was weak. 

Jesus said to [his disciples], “You will all become deserters because of me this night”. 

… Then Jesus went with them to a place called Gethsemane. …  

He took with him Peter and the two sons of Zebedee, and began to be grieved and 

agitated. Then he said to them, “I am deeply grieved, even to death.” …  

[Jesus] threw himself on the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this 

cup pass from me; yet not what I want but what you want. … The spirit indeed is 

willing, but the flesh is weak.”  

Again he went away for the second time and prayed, “My Father, if this cannot pass 

unless I drink it, your will be done.” …  

[Jesus] went away and prayed for the third time, saying the same words. (Matthew 

26:31, 36-39, 42, NRSV) 

In addition, followers of the Model Prayer (“Lord’s Prayer”) are told to ask that they be spared having 

to go through a period of testing. But if they do experience a period of testing, they should pray to be 

rescued from the evil one. Throughout the Gospel, the Pharisees are portrayed as the despicably evil. 

Do not bring us to the time of trial, 

but rescue us from the evil one. (Matthew 6:13, NRSV) 

We do not want to be carried into or caught up in the trial so as to crumble under 

pressure. This is a prayer for ability to stand up under pressure.
77

 

Further evidence that Jesus experienced stress prior to the Wilderness Testing comes from the earlier 

Gospel of Mark, who describes the spirit as immediately driving Jesus into the wilderness region. This 

has the feeling of force having to be applied. 

The Spirit immediately drove [Jesus] out into the wilderness. (Mark 1:12, NRSV) 

Symbols of Israel’s experiences 

For Matthew, the parallels to Jesus’ temptation focus on Israel’s wilderness 

experience and Moses’ life. … Matthew capitalizes on themes from Deuteronomy 6-

8, precisely where Moses explains how a series of tests revealed Israel’s devotion to 

the Lord. … The texts Jesus quoted were all from Deuteronomy, passages where 

Moses explained the goal of Israel’s wilderness testing (Deut. 8:1-5).
78

 

Matthew’s construction of the account is utterly drenched in OT theological themes, 

imagery, and dialogue that reverberates with the words and events of an entire nation 

tested to its core.
79

 [Jesus] employs texts drawn exclusively from Deuteronomy (i.e., 

bread [Deut. 8:3], danger [Deut. 6:16], power [Deut. 6:13]) …; key portions rooted in 

the wilderness experience of Israel’s testing (Deuteronomy 6-8).
80

 

The primary focus is on Deuteronomy 6—8, three times quoted by Jesus in answer to 

Satan’s suggestions (v. 4 = Deut. 8:3; v. 7 = Deut. 6:16; v. 10 = Deut. 6:13). It is a 

description of the lessons God put before the Israelites in the wilderness before their 

mission of conquest of the promised land, when he tested them (Deut. 8:2) as a man 

disciplines his son (Deut. 8:5). … The conception of Jesus as the true Israel, already 

affirmed by Matthew in 2:15, here comes to fuller expression.
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By fasting “forty days and forty nights,” Matthew emphasizes the typological number 

and its correspondence to Moses and 
-
Israel more than Jesus’ growing state of hunger. 

Unique to Matthew, the “forty nights” further confirms Jesus’ fasting to Moses’ forty-

day-and-night fast.
82

 

Symbolism of bread 

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, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

but by every word 

that comes from the mouth of God.’” (Matthew 4:3-4, NRSV) 

The first test of Jesus focused on his being famished and on a miracle concerning “loaves of bread”. 

Later in Matthew, miracles with loaves of bread are revisited when Jesus feeds famished crowds. 

Taking the five loaves and the two fish, [Jesus] looked up to heaven, and blessed and 

broke the loaves, and gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the 

crowds. And all ate and were filled. … Those who ate were about five thousand men, 

besides women and children. (Matthew 14:19-21, NRSV) 

Immediately following this event in John’s Gospel (John 6:1-13), Jesus declares that he is the “true 

bread”. (John 6:33-35). The feeding of the crowd and Jesus’ self-declaration as the True Bread are 

linked at John 6:26: “You are looking for me, not because you saw signs, but because you ate your fill 

of the loaves.” (NRSV) An association is also made with the “manna from heaven” during the 

Hebrews’ exodus from Egypt (John 6:31). These examples provide some insight into the way those 

Johannine writers thought. 

Matthew’s Gospel gives an account of a second miraculous feeding of a crowd: 

[Jesus] took the seven loaves and the fish; and after giving thanks he broke them and 

gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds. And all of them 

ate and were filled; and they took up the broken pieces left over, seven baskets full. 

Those who had eaten were four thousand men, besides women and children. 

(Matthew 15:36-38, NRSV) 

The writers ensure the reader clearly understands the meaning of these miraculous feedings by Jesus 

and the message, because they wrote the following: 

The Pharisees and Sadducees came, and to test Jesus they asked him to show them a 

sign from heaven. He answered them …, “An evil and adulterous generation asks for 

a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of Jonah.” … 

When the disciples reached the other side, they had forgotten to bring any bread. 

Jesus said to them, “Watch out, and beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees.” They said to one another, “It is because we have brought no bread.” 

And becoming aware of it, Jesus said, “You of little faith, why are you talking about 

having no bread? 

Do you still not perceive? Do you not remember the five loaves for the five thousand, 

and how many baskets you gathered? Or the seven loaves for the four thousand, and 

how many baskets you gathered? How could you fail to perceive that I was not 

speaking about bread? 
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Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees!” Then they understood that he 

had not told them to beware of the yeast of bread, but of the teaching of the Pharisees 

and Sadducees. (Matthew 16:1-12, NRSV, underlining and bold italics supplied) 

The lesson from the Wilderness Testing is directly relevant to Jesus’ explanation of the true symbolic 

meaning of the two sets of miracles with loaves of bread. He explains that the message from these 

recent miracles is that the ways (yeast) of Matthew’s opponents are to be rejected. During his 

Wilderness Testing, Jesus had rejected bread made resulting from Devil’s instruction and Matthew’s 

community is to do likewise with demands made by their religious opponents. 

The writers linked: 

 Jesus being tested by Devil to perform a miracle under his instruction; 

 his subsequent miracles with loaves of bread; 

 the yeast of bread being the teachings of the Pharisees and Sadducees who had tested Jesus to 

provide a sign from heaven.  

The warning message by the writers of Matthew to “Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees!” was aimed fairly and squarely directly at the situation confronting their own immediate 

community. This applies also for the story of Jesus’ Wilderness Testing. These narratives were written 

for the “Matthew” community’s edification. 

The true bread and the Pharisees’ stone-like loaves of Tradition 

Jesus contrasted the true bread against the Pharisees’ loaves, which contained yeast. The true bread 

was flat and round, and while the Pharisees’ bread was similarly round, nevertheless it was risen, 

having the appearance of a stone. It might have a resemblance to the true flat bread, but nevertheless, 

it was not literally identical. In similar fashion, additions the Pharisees’ Traditions had attempted to 

make to the Scriptures. Just as yeast expands the dough, their Traditions had added to the Scriptures. 

Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, “Why do your disciples 

break the tradition of the elders?” … [Jesus] answered them, “And why do you break 

the commandment of God for the sake of your tradition? … For the sake of your 

tradition, you make void the word of God.” (Matthew 15:1-3, 6, NRSV) 

Symbolism of the pinnacle of the temple 

Then the devil took [Jesus] to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying 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, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” 

Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

(Matthew 4:5-7, NRSV) 

If the narrative were to be taken literally, after 40 days without food, Jesus was taken from the 

wilderness into the city of Jerusalem, where they managed to climb to the highest part of the Temple. 

Commentators disagree on the precise location and whether it would have actually been accessable. 

Employing the consistent position that the narrative and its elements are symbolic, with contemporary 

direct meaning and application for the Matthew Community, means that the understanding of this test 

comes from within the Gospel’s text. 

In this Test at the start of Jesus’ ministry, the devil wishes to place God’s Son’s life in peril. This 

situation is repeated near the conclusion of Jesus’ ministry, with the hated Jews’ religious rulers 

plotting against Jesus, wishing him to be executed. These leaders represent the highest authority in the 

Temple. 



Symbols in The Wilderness Testing 

32 

The chief priests and the elders of the people gathered in the palace of the high priest, 

who was called Caiaphas, and they conspired to arrest Jesus by stealth and kill him. 

(Matthew 26:3-4, NRSV) 

The deceptive taunt by Satan atop the highest point of the temple corresponds with the High Priest, 

Chief Priest, and Elders conspiring to make the arrangements that would lead to Jesus’ death. This 

makes clear the symbolism employed by the writers. The “Highest Point” of the temple is not the 

building itself but the highest religious political powers. They threaten Jesus’ life, just as did devil as 

described in the Second Temptation. 

The religious life of Matthew Community members is likewise threatened by the demands made by 

the ruling Pharisees who were telling them that they cease giving life to the Community. The High 

Priest and his compatriots sought a religious suicide by the members of the Matthew Community. 

The second temptation, following Matthew’s order, was to throw himself down from 

the pinnacle of the temple, counting upon God to preserve him from harm. … This 

time the devil quoted a psalm (91:11-12) as authority for such presumptuous reliance 

upon God.  

But Jesus answered scripture with scripture, using again a verse from Deuteronomy 

(6:16): “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.” The KJV says, “Ye shall not 

tempt the Lord your God,” but God cannot be tempted. What is meant is putting 

God’s power and goodness to a test, acting rashly and expecting him to extricate us 

from the results of our folly, as the Israelites did on the occasion referred to in the 

verse Jesus quoted (Deut 6:16; cf. Ex 17:1-7; Ps 95:8-9): “as you tested him at 

Massah.” 

If anything more were needed to prove that the account is symbolic, surely this 

temptation would be sufficient. Quite apart from the problem of transportation from 

the desert, a challenge to leap from the pinnacle of the temple, taken literally, would 

hardly deserve a serious reply. Putting God’s care to the proof, however, is a very real 

and very common temptation. 
83

 

Symbolism of “high mountain” (High Places) 

The devil took [Jesus] to a very high mountain and  

showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 

and [the devil] said to [Jesus], “All these I will give you, 

if you will fall down and worship me.” 

Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! 

for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God,  

and serve only him.’” (Matthew 4:8-9, NRSV) 

English translations of the Hebrew Bible make many references in it to “High Places” as places of 

worship. These sites, sometimes atop an actual high position, were completely acceptable when they 

were being used as places to worship to Yahweh and offer sacrifices. 

The close association of mountain, sanctuary, and Jerusalem is evidenced throughout 

the Old Testament.
84

 

At times, however, they were used in the worship of other gods. The priests at Jerusalem, wishing to 

have all worship centralised, engaged the support of the boy king Josiah to have the High Places 

destroyed and their priests murdered.  
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Whether the devil took him, here and in v. 8, literally or in a vision is not clear. The 

physical impossibility of a mountain commanding a world-wide view (v. 8) may 

suggest the latter.
85

 

High Places had played a significant role in their history, including their association at times with 

worship that the faithful considered to be false. 

Satan shows him the kingdoms of the world and their glory, and offers to give them to 

Jesus if he will fall down and worship him. The imagery is without doubt taken from 

Deuteronomy (and its expository tradition), where we find that the high mountain is 

not only a vantage point from which to view the riches of the world and the place for 

the conveyance of power and possessions, but also the traditional scene for idolatrous 

worship. Such agreements, point by point, are naturally not coincidences—its author 

was a scribe who was a master of his craft. …  

We must beware of interpreting this unconsciously in modern terms simply as the 

offer of the functions of government; an eastern ruler was the lord of his kingdoms 

and reigned over them in honour, glory, riches and great majesty. To appreciate the 

nuances of the passage we must realize that Satan, in offering the kingdoms of the 

world and their glory, is offering the whole might and wealth of the earth, all that the 

rabbis called “mamon”.
86

 

The religious significance of “High Places” 

High places were places of worship on elevated pieces of ground. High places were 

originally dedicated to idol worship (Numbers 33:52; Leviticus 26:30), especially 

among the Moabites (Isaiah 16:12). These shrines often included an altar and a sacred 

object such as a stone pillar or wooden pole in various shapes identified with the 

object of worship (animals, constellations, goddesses, and fertility deities). It seems 

that, at times, high places were set up in a spot that had been artificially elevated; 2 

Kings 16:4 seems to differentiate the “high places” from the “hills.” 

The Israelites, forever turning away from God, practiced Molech worship and built 

high places for Baal (Jeremiah 32:35). Although Solomon built the temple of God in 

Jerusalem, he later established idolatrous high places for his foreign wives outside of 

Jerusalem and worshiped with them, causing him the loss of the kingdom (1 Kings 

11:11). The people were still sacrificing at the pagan high places before the temple 

was built, and Solomon joined them. … 

Not all high places were dedicated to idol worship. They played a major role in 

Israelite worship, and the earliest biblical mention of a site of worship, later called a 

“high place,” is found in Genesis 12:6-8, where Abram built altars to the Lord at 

Shechem and Hebron. Abraham built an altar in the region of Moriah and was willing 

to sacrifice his son there (Genesis 22:1-2). … 

Joshua set up stone pillars after crossing the Jordan (Joshua 4:20) and considered this 

a high place of worship because the Israelites “came up from” the Jordan onto higher 

ground. The high places were visited regularly by the prophet Samuel (1 Samuel 

7:16). High places as sites of Canaanite idol worship (Judges 3:19) extended into the 

period of Elijah (1 Kings 18:16–40). God would name only one high place where 

sacrifice was authorized, and that was the temple in Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 3:1). 

God commanded that all other high places be destroyed. King Josiah destroyed them 

in 2 Kings 22-23.
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Manasseh was twelve years old when he began to reign; he reigned fifty-five years in 

Jerusalem. He did what was evil in the sight of the LORD, according to the 

abominable practices of the nations whom the LORD drove out before the people of 

Israel. For he rebuilt the high places that his father Hezekiah had pulled down, and 

erected altars to the Baals, made sacred poles, worshiped all the host of heaven, and 

served them.  

He built altars in the house of the LORD. … He built altars for all the host of heaven 

in the two courts of the house of the LORD. … Manasseh misled Judah and the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that they did more evil than the nations whom the LORD 

had destroyed before the people of Israel. … The sites on which he built high places 

and set up the sacred poles and the images, before he humbled himself, these are 

written in the records. (2 Chronicles 33:1-5, 9, 19, NRSV) 

“Worshipping Satan” and “Gaining the world” 

The third temptation was to seek worldwide political power by worshiping Satan. 

Again the symbolic nature of the account is obvious: there is no “very high mountain” 

(Mt 4:8) in the wilderness of Judea; there is no mountain anywhere from which all the 

kingdoms of the world are visible. … The temptation assumes that Satan holds the 

kingdoms of the world in his power and can give them away as he pleases. The 

proposal was therefore that Jesus should use Satanic power to further God’s ends.
88

 

Interpreting the temptation narratives as symbolic does not dispose of a deeper 

question: what are we to think of the assumed source of the temptations? Is Satan a 

real personal being, the author of evil impulses and acts? In the temptation story, of 

course, we are not dealing with sayings of Jesus, but it is quite certain that for him 

Satan was terribly real and possessed frightful power in the world. And, let it be said 

at once, there is no reason to feel apologetic about the fact that Jesus accepted such 

beliefs. He was talking not to us but to first-century Palestinians, and he was one of 

them.Not only did he have to speak in terms of what his hearers knew or believed in 

order to be understood, he thought in the same terms himself.
89

 

From one mountain to another mountain and “inheriting the earth” 

Matthew’s Wilderness Testing of Jesus ends on a “high mountain” where Satan seeks to be 

worshiped. The “High Places” as significant religious locations for sacrifice and worship was deeply 

ingrained into the nation’s psyche. They were often misused, with worship also being offered to gods 

other than to Yahweh. Satan wished to be worshiped on a High Mountain, offering them the world, 

and in Jesus’ opening sermon, the writers placed Jesus also on a “High Mountain”—where he could 

preach their messages. The writers went from Satan’s mountain to Jesus’ mountain. 

Matthew has Devil show Jesus “all the kingdoms of the world” and shortly afterwards Matthew has 

Jesus retort: “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5, NRSV) 

Matthew 5:3-16 reads like the Community writers were focusing those messages towards their 

followers, and the tone changes from verse 17 onwards, becoming condemnation and criticism aimed 

at the Matthew writers’ archenemies, the Pharisees. 

“If you are the Son of God” 

“If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” … “If 

you are the Son of God, throw yourself down.” … “If you will fall down and worship 

me.” (Matthew 4:3, 6, 9, NRSV) 
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The sense of these challenges, uttered following the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry, is repeated in 

Matthew during Jesus’ final trial. 

Jesus stood before the governor; and the governor asked him, “Are you the King of 

the Jews?” Jesus said, “You say so.” But when he was accused by the chief priests 

and elders, he did not answer. (Matthew 27:11-12, NRSV) 

The crowd of Jews, given the opportunity to accept Jesus, significantly selected a convicted criminal. 

Significantly, Matthew identifies the criminal as having a Hebrew name, Barabbas. Significantly, that 

name translates as Son of the Father. There is no historical evidence that Matthew was describing a 

literal occurrence. Its symbolism was significant. Its message concerning the Community’s immediate 

Jewish opponents is quite apparent. 

The theological significance of the devil’s challenge: “If you are the Son of God, 

throw yourself down” (4:6) reverberates at the cross in: “If you are the Son of God, 

come down from the cross” (27:40, 42). What the primary kingdom antagonist 

initiated, echoes later in the mouths of the masses.
90

 

Further, this challenge from devil is also uttered in the words attributed to the Pharisees: 

The Pharisees … said, “It is only by Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons, that this 

fellow casts out the demons.” (Matthew 12:24, NRSV) 

The Community’s hated Pharisees denied that Jesus was truly God’s Son but was empowered by 

Beelzebul, the ruler of the demons that Jesus was managing. Devil sneered, “If you are God’s Son” 

and the Pharisees charged Jesus with being a child of Devil, here named Beelzebul. Such accusations 

would have been hurled at the Matthew Community by their Pharisee opponents. Speaking through 

Jesus, the Community retorted to their Pharisee neighbours: 

If Satan casts out Satan, he is divided against himself; how then will his kingdom 

stand? If I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your own exorcists cast them 

out? Therefore they will be your judges. But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out 

demons, then the kingdom of God has come to you. … 

You brood of vipers! How can you speak good things, when you are evil? … The evil 

person brings evil things out of an evil treasure. … I tell you, on the day of judgment 

you will have to give an account for every careless word you utter. (Matthew 12:26-

28, 34, 36, NRSV) 

Here, the writers of Matthew describe the Pharisees as “evil” and “vipers”. At the same time, the 

writers are asserting that Jesus is casting out demons by the same Spirit of God that had led him into 

the Wilderness Testing. There is thus a link from this narrative to the Wilderness Testing. 

Further, by casting out demons, Jesus was showing that the Kingdom of God promised by John at his 

baptism had come. Just as devil did at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, taunting Jesus’ claim to be the 

Son of God, the Pharisees derided Jesus with the same taunt at the end of his ministry. 

The chief priests also, along with the scribes and elders, were mocking [Jesus], 

saying, “…. He is the King of Israel; … He trusts in God; let God deliver him now, if 

he wants to; for he said, ‘I am God's Son.’” (Matthew 27:41-43, NRSV) 

Through these narratives, the authors of Matthew are telling their Community to disavow any charges 

made by the Pharisees, even under the threat of death. The Community and its followers are truly 

Sons of God. They too have been anointed by the Spirit and they too have been charged with the task 

of proclaiming “the Kingdom of God”. 

Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to 

cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness. … It is not you who 

speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. … Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them. (Matthew 10:1, 20; 28:19, NRSV) 
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THE AUTHOR’S THEOLOGY 

 

Satan thwarted by a form of midrash 

In each instance, Jesus—speaking on behalf of the “Matthean Community”—responded to Devil—

representing the community’s Testers—with Scripture from the Torah, quoting from Deuteronomy 

(Book of D’varim). This episode was an intellectual repartee over the meaning and application of 

Hebrew Scriptures, never an attempt to denigrate one another. That came later. 

What are we to make of this exchange? The first conclusion is obvious: it was not 

intended as a real encounter between Jesus and DEVIL. It is rather a fanciful 

elaboration on the testing episode in Mark, expanded into a typical rabbinical “show-

debate.” 

Such debates were a form of midrash (meditation on Scripture) that displayed an 

authoritative figure responding to a series of challenges by citing the correct passage 

from Scripture. … 

One effect of Matthew’s dramatization of Satan’s testing techniques is to put the 

relations between him and Jesus on a rather “gentlemanly” basis. Specifically, Jesus 

responds readily to Satan’s inquiries, and does not denounce him as “evil.”
91

 

This presentation [by Matthew], adopted also by Luke …, is the most extraordinary 

episode in all the Gospels. It was clearly not meant to be taken as a real event. Rather 

it is a kind of dramatic elaboration on events, of the sort that Hebrew biblical 

commentators would call a midrash. It is also like the fictional parables that Jesus 

tells to make his points. Mark’s simple statement is transformed into a set of 

encounters.
92

 Jesus and the devil wage war with words.
93

 

From a form-critical point of view the longer temptation narrative [by Matthew] is to 

be placed in the category of haggadic midrash. The tempter bases his assertions on 

passages or themes from the Scriptures, and Jesus answers with scriptural quotations. 

The three decisive replies in the dialogue are all from Deut 6-8, the deuteronomic 

exposition of how God allowed his “son” Israel to wander for forty years in the desert 

that he might discipline and test him.
94

 

The temptation narrative is an early Christian midrash, based on a text from the Old 

Testament, as this was interpreted in the late Jewish period. … Just as the origin of 

the early church must be seen against the background of its period, so also must the 

development of the early Christian midrash be seen in the light of its late Jewish 

setting.
95

 

See the Appendix for further information on Midrash. 
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The Testing of Jesus is a verbal debate on Scripture; a type of Jewish Midrash 
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The author’s theology influenced the narrative 

As far as the last temptation is concerned – which is the most important, since it 

marks the moment when Satan was finally defeated and when he decided to leave 

Jesus alone – the two evangelists do not coincide. According to Matthew, this took 

place on a mountain (Mt 4:8). According to Luke, the setting was on the uppermost 

part of the Temple in Jerusalem (Lk 4:9). … 

Why do they change at the end and give different version of the last temptation? The 

answer is to be found in what is called “the theology of the author.” This means that if 

the evangelists narrate the historical facts about the life of Jesus, then each one 

retouches the details in order to transmit to the readers a special “message” in behalf 

of God, which would constitute his own “theology.” … 

Matthew placed the last temptation of Christ on a mountain because, in his Gospel, 

the mountain has special meaning. Luke, on the other hand, situates it in Jerusalem, 

because it is this city that has a special meaning in the third Gospel. … In Matthew 

we come across the “theology of the mount.” In Luke we find the “theology of 

Jerusalem.” 

What does the “theology of the mount” consist of? … The author must have a special 

reason for mentioning the mountain. … . The Jews always had a special regard and 

veneration for the high places. … 

In the Old Testament, the mountain was the place from which God communicated 

with humans and granted salvation. Matthew, a Jewish writer who was writing for the 

Jews, shared this mentality. That is why, in his Gospel, the figure of the mountain is 

not a “geographical location,” but rather a “theological location,” that is, an image 

that brings a message. … 

The victory of Jesus over the devil, which took place on a mountain, was the 

definitive triumph of God over evil. For this reason, he made it the third and last 

temptation. 

On the other hand, in Luke the place that always stands out is Jerusalem. … Luke 

regards this city not just as a simple “geographical location,” but also as a 

“theological place.” … 

Here we do not speak only of Jerusalem as the capital of the country. It is also the 

place chosen by God to reveal himself to his people, and from which he was to send 

the salvation for all humanity. Thus it is the city where the most important events 

pertaining to the history of salvation would take place. 

Luke’s veneration for the city is so great that his gospel is the only one among the 

four gospels that starts and ends in Jerusalem. … It is Luke, more than any other 

evangelist, who rounds up the most important episodes related to our salvation and 

situates them in Jerusalem. … As we glean in Luke, Jesus frees himself from Satan 

precisely in the city where he is going to free all people and deliver them from every 

evil, in the same place from which the strength of our salvation springs forth. … 

Each one, using his own theology, says the same thing. For both, the climax of the 

confrontation between Jesus and Satan happens precisely in the place where God 

unfolds and reveals his highest power to save: the mountain for Matthew and 

Jerusalem for Luke. 

Matthew makes Jesus climb up to a mountain, while Luke takes him instantly to 

Jerusalem. This is the theological manner by which both show what it is to be firmly 

rooted or grounded where one knows he will encounter God.
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REAL APPLICATIONS FOR THE COMMUNITY 

Through the medium of a carefully crafted document, the writers of The Gospel According to St 

Matthew used it to attack their religious opponents. Their strategy included the assignment of their 

views onto the lips of Jesus. 

Their story of The Wilderness Testing of Jesus formed an integral part of their Gospel, and the story 

was consistent with the symbolic style employed throughout. In their account of the Testing, Jesus and 

his archenemy assailed one another with Scripture in a type of Midrash—as no doubt took place in 

real life. 

The Gospel, along with its Wilderness Testing, was created to be a religious political defence of the 

Community and a condemnation of their local Pharisees. This basis for writing religious material—

including this Paper—continues. 

The extension of these observations, and from those arrived at earlier, would mean that by “Jesus” the 

writers are indeed referring to the faithful members of the community that produced the “Matthew” 

Gospel and that the Satan/Devil symbolizes the religious opponents, namely the leadership of the 

Pharisees, Scribes, and Sadducees. 

The events portrayed in the symbolic Wilderness Testing of Jesus illustrate the testing of the 

Community by the Jews’ religious leaders, and the writers’ intention is to show that the community 

will be victorious by remaining faithful to the written Word, against the Pharisees, since they accepted 

Tradition to be on a par with the written Scriptures. 

Satan finally offers [Jesus] “all the kingdoms of this world and their glory,” which 

Satan claims as his own. Thus Matthew, following Mark’s lead, implies that political 

success and power (such as the Pharisees enjoy under Roman patronage) may evince 

a pact with the devil—and not, as many of Matthew’s contemporaries would have 

assumed, marks of divine favor.
97

 

Each religious document and account was intended to have a tangible, real impact on the community. 

These were not stories provided simply as information. They were designed to result in action and 

attitude. 

Throughout Matthew’s story, whoever was the source, the desire was to use each incident as a lesson. 

Without any doubt, the Gospel of Matthew consistently paints the Pharisees as the Dominant Enemy. 

The story that the authors of Matthew created instructed their community how to respond, whether to 

the spiritual food being offered, the religious attacks, as well as responding to the authority desired by 

the Pharisees. These messages may be represented in the following fashion, although other similar 

formulations are equally valid. 
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SPOILER ALERT: CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

In light of the conclusions reached in this Paper, these are possible messages being delivered to the 

Matthew Community through the story of The Wilderness Testing of Jesus: 
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APPENDIX: THE JEWS’ RELIGIOUS LEADERS 

The Pharisees 

In the time of Jesus, the Pharisees were one of the three chief Jewish sects, the others 

were the Sadducees and the Essenes. Of the three, the Pharisees were the most 

separated from the ways of the foreign influences that were invading Judaism, and 

from the ways of the common Jewish people in the land. 

The sect of Pharisees is thought to have originated in the 3rd century B.C., in days 

preceding the Maccabean wars, when under Greek domination and the Greek effort to 

Hellenize the Jews, there was a strong tendency among the Jews to accept Greek 

culture with its pagan religious customs. The rise of the Pharisees was a reaction and 

protest against this tendency among their fellow kinsmen. Their aim was to preserve 

their national integrity and strict conformity to Mosaic law. They later developed into 

self-righteous and hypocritical formalists. Later they were among those who had 

condemned Jesus to death. 

The Pharisees were the most numerous and influential of the religious sects of Jesus’ 

day. They were strict legalists. They stood for the rigid observance of the letter and 

forms of the Law, and also for the Traditions. There were some good men among 

them, no doubt, but for the most part they were known for their covetousness, self-

righteousness and hypocrisy.
98

 

The Scribes (Teachers of the Law) 

The Greek word grammateus (γραμματεὺς) is rendered “scribes” in the NRSV (which translation is 

used in this Paper) and it is rendered “teachers of the law” by the NIV. 

The Scribes were also called rabbis and they demanded from their students absolute 

reverence, even more so than the pupils honor for his own father. …  

Their influence with the people was exceedingly great. That influence was mainly 

due to the fact that they appeared to be so learned, they were expounders of the law 

and they occupied a leading place in the worship of the synagogue (Matt 23:5). Thus 

all religious instruction of the day was in their hands.
99

 

------ 

In the New Testament period the scribes were learned teachers and authoritative 

leaders, who were drawn from the priests and Levites, as well as the common people. 

Mark portrays them as high officials, advisors to the chief priests, and teachers of the 

Law. As such they were part of many types of officials opposed to Jesus.  

Matthew presents them as the learned of Judaism, leaders of the community. Luke 

portrays them as an appendage of the Pharisees, learned men who were protecting 

Judaism, and leaders who were associated with the Chief Priests. It is clear from the 

many witnesses that the scribes had authority because they had knowledge. And 

whatever level of government they served, they sought to preserve Judaism against 

opponents like Jesus.
100

 

The Sadducees 

The sect of the Sadducees was thought to have originated about the same time as the 

Pharisees. They were heavily influenced by the secular world around them, and were 

in favor of adopting Greek customs. The Sadducees took no part in the Maccabean 

struggle for the Jewish nation’s independence. They were a priestly sect, and although 

they were the authoritative religious officials of their nation, they were not very 
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religious. The Sadducees were not very numerous, and they were very wealthy and 

influential. To a great extent the Sadducees controlled the Sanhedrin, even though 

they were rationalistic and worldly minded. 

The Sadducees were so named because they claimed to be descended from Zadok, the 

high priest at the time of King David and King Solomon. They consisted of the 

wealthy aristocratic families who controlled the office of high priest. They rejected 

belief in angels and the resurrection, but they were not liberal rationalists. Rather, 

they were staunch conservatives, who observed the Law of the Books of Moses 

(Pentateuch) and who rejected later interpretations of the law, the ‘oral law’. 

The Sadducees were angered at Jesus’ cleansing the temple and at his teaching on the 

resurrection. It was Sadducean chief priests who condemned Jesus at a night-time trial 

and handed him over to Pilate. … As the destruction of the temple in AD 70 

destroyed their reason for existence, the Sadducees did not survive this period.
101

 

The Pharisees and the Sadducees were religious sects within Judaism during the time 

of Christ. Both groups honored Moses and the Law, and they both had a measure of 

political power. The Sanhedrin, the 70-member supreme court of ancient Israel, had 

members from both the Sadducees and the Pharisees. … 

Religiously, the Sadducees were more conservative in one doctrinal area: they 

insisted on a literal interpretation of the text of Scripture; the Pharisees, on the other 

hand, gave oral tradition equal authority to the written Word of God. If the Sadducees 

couldn’t find a command in the Tanakh, they dismissed it as manmade. … 

Socially, the Sadducees were more elitist and aristocratic than the Pharisees. 

Sadducees tended to be wealthy and to hold more powerful positions. The chief 

priests and high priest were Sadducees, and they held the majority of seats in the 

Sanhedrin. The Pharisees were more representative of the common working people 

and had the respect of the masses. The Sadducees’ locus of power was the temple in 

Jerusalem; the Pharisees controlled the synagogues. The Sadducees were friendlier 

with Rome and more accommodating to the Roman laws than the Pharisees were. The 

Pharisees often resisted Hellenization, but the Sadducees welcomed it. 

Jesus had more run-ins with the Pharisees than with the Sadducees. … The Sadducees 

as a group ceased to exist after the destruction of Jerusalem.
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APPENDIX: MIDRASH 

Midrash (מדרׁש) is an interpretive act, seeking the answers to religious questions (both practical and 

theological) by plumbing the meaning of the words of the Torah. (In the Bible, the root d-r-sh [דרׁש] is 

used to mean inquiring into any matter, including occasionally to seek out God’s word.) Midrash 

responds to contemporary problems and crafts new stories, making connections between new Jewish 

realities and the unchanging biblical text. 

Midrash falls into two categories. When the subject is law and religious practice (halacha), it is called 

midrash halacha. Midrash aggadah, on the other hand, interprets biblical narrative, exploring 

questions of ethics or theology, or creating homilies and parables based on the text. (Aggadah means 

“telling”; any midrash which is not halakhic falls into this category.)
103

 

------ 

MIDRASH: Hebrew term for “Interpretation” or “Exposition.” The word generally used for any 

written or oral commentary on a biblical text. The original purpose of midrash was to resolve 

problems in the Hebrew text of the Bible. As early as the 1st c. CE rabbinic principles of 

hermeneutics & philology were used to bring the interpretation of difficult passages in the literal text 

of scripture into line with the religious & ethical values of the teachers. … Midrash exposes the 

values & worldview of the rabbinic interpreter & audience rather than the original intention of the 

author of the biblical text. 

There are two types of midrashim: 

 halakhic midrash [focusing on the legal implications of a biblical passage] & 

 haggadic midrash [non-legal expositions designed for general edification]. 

Haggadic midrashim may, like later commentaries, follow the narrative of a biblical text or they may 

be composed as homilies, following the lectionary cycle of the synagogue.
104

 

------ 

The central concept in rabbinic exegesis, and presumably in that of the earlier Pharisees as well, was 

midrash. The word comes from the verb “to resort to,” “seek”; figuratively, “to read repeatedly;” 

“study,” “interpret”), and strictly denotes an interpretive exposition, however derived and irrespective 

of the type of material under consideration. The expositions of the Gemaras and the Midrashim, 

therefore, while using various exegetical methods, are referred to as either midrash halakah or 

midrash haggadah—the term midrash covering the full range of hermeneutical devices involved; the 

terms halakah and haggadah referring to the type of materials treated.
105

 

Midrashic interpretation … ostensibly takes its point of departure from the biblical text itself and 

seeks to [analyse and develop] the hidden meanings … in order to [give a modern or contemporary 

character or setting to] the revelation of God for the people of God. It may be characterized by the 

maxim “that has relevance to this”—that is, “what is written in Scripture has relevance to our present 

situation”. … It makes a punctilious analysis of the text, with the object of illuminating obscurities 

found there. 

 … The midrash either tries to discover the basic principles inherent in the legal sections, with the aim 

of solving problems not dealt with in Scripture (halakhah); or it sets out to find the true significance of 

events mentioned in the narrative sections of the Pentateuch (haggadah).
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APPENDIX: “HIGH PLACES” 

The Hebrew word for these open air shrines, the “High Places”, is bamah. 

The open-air altar shrine, called a bamah (plural bamot), is known through several 

books of the Biblical canon—but none more so than the Book of Kings, where they 

play a prominent role in assessing the performance of a king. Often referred to as 

“high places” in translations of the Bible, bamot were worship sites that usually 

contained an altar. … 

Even though some scholars translate bamah as “high place” or “hill shrines,” there is 

reason to believe that many of the shrines were located in urban centers. They are 

often found on hills, at city gates (2 Kings 23:8) and in valleys (Jeremiah 7:31) … 

The essential feature of a bamah was, therefore, not its location or height, though it 

usually consisted of at least a [human-formed] platform, sometimes with an 

associated building or buildings (2 Kings 17:29, 23:19), but its function as a site for 

religious purposes. It may then be easiest to understand high places not as a reference 

to temporal space, but to a “higher” theological place. 

It is believed that bamot were artificially-made mounds, which may or may not 

include a prominent rock. There is some debate as to whether the word bamah refers 

to a naturally occurring mound that is already present or whether it refers to the altar 

itself. If it was something that was built, it could account for references to bamot 

being built (1 Kings 11:7; 14:23; 2 Kings17:9; 21:3; Jeremiah 19:5) and destroyed (2 

Kings 23:8; 18:4). Often attached to the bamot were buildings (1 Samuel 9:22; 1 

Kings 3:5)—houses/temples—where services were conducted and idols were kept (1 

Kings 12:31; 2 Kings 17:29, 32; 23:19). … 

A king’s attitude toward the high places will be one of the criteria on which the 

narrator judges him: If he attempts to destroy them, he is good; if he leaves them 

alone, he is mediocre; if he worships there, he is evil to the core. This suggests that 

while there were times when syncretism and asherim use were a part of the bamot (1 

Kings 11:7; 12:31-32; 13:2; 13:22-33; 14:23; 17:9-11; 17:29-32; 21:3), there were 

more times when these elements were not present. Therefore, the text seems to 

indicate that there was something wrong with the bamot themselves.
107

 

------ 

“High place” is the normal translation of bamah, a word that means simply 

“elevation” (Jeremiah 26:18; Ezekiel 36:2, etc.) … 

The high places are places of worship, specifically of idolatrous worship. So the title 

was transferred from the elevation to the sanctuary on the elevation (1 Kings 11:7; 

14:23; compare the burning of the “high place” in 2 Kings 23:15), and so came to be 

used of any idolatrous shrine, whether constructed on an elevation or not. So the 

“high places” in the cities (2 Kings 17:9; 2 Chronicles 21:11 (Septuagint)) could have 

stood anywhere, while in Ezekiel 16:16, a portable structure seems to be in point. … 

Opposition to the high places had many motives. When used for the worship of other 

gods their objectionable character is obvious, but even the worship of Yahweh in the 

high places was intermixed with heathen practices (Hosea 4:14, etc.). In Amos 5:21-

24, etc., sacrifice in the high places is denounced because it is regarded as a substitute 

for righteousness in exactly the same way that sacrifice in the Temple is denounced in 

Jeremiah 7:21-24. Or, sacrifice in the high places may be denounced under the best of 

conditions, because in violation of the law of the one sanctuary (2 Chronicles 33:17, 

etc.). … 
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In 1Ki the practice of using high places is treated as legitimate before the construction 

of the Temple (1 Kings 3:2-4), but after that it is condemned unequivocally. The 

primal sin of Northern Israel was the establishment of high places (1 Kings 12:31-33; 

13:2, 33), and their continuance was a chief cause of the evils that came to pass (2 

Kings 17:10), while worship in them was a characteristic of the mongrel throng that 

repopulated Samaria (2 Kings 17:32). So Judah sinned in building high places (1 

Kings 14:23), but the editor of Kings notes with obvious regret that even the pious 

kings (Asa, 1 Kings 15:14; Jehoshaphat, 22:43; Jehoash, 2 Kings 12:3; Amaziah, 

14:4; Azariah, 15:4; Jotham, 15:35) did not put them away.
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The significance of “mountains” in religion 

The mountain motif has always been an important element in the study of religion. … 

The ancients believed that heaven and earth met at a mountain or a tree located at the 

center of the world — the “navel of the earth” — with its base in or under the earth 

and its top in the heavens. 

Where natural mountains are missing, as in the flat plains of Mesopotamia, the 

ziggurat or temple-tower could assume the role of cosmic mountain. The universe 

itself was thought of as a gigantic world-mountain stretching from the entrance of the 

subterranean abyss to the highest reach of heaven, and embracing all the inhabited 

world. An earthly mountain therefore was a fitting symbol for a dwelling-place of a 

god. 

Invariably these mountains were perceived as sacred sites, and in many cases there 

was a shrine or temple built on top of the mountain, providing the sacred space for 

cult and worship. The Mesopotamian ziggurat, for example, conveys the idea of a 

meeting place between the deity who descended from heaven and the worshippers 

who ascended the monumental staircases to the temple at the top, in conjunction with 

the notion that the deity took his permanent abode there and the temple mountain 

became his dwelling place. … 

The unique position of Mount Zion, together with the temple, in Israelite faith, gained 

for them both a special affection in the hearts of those who were privileged to worship 

there. Thus the most crucial aspect of Mt. Zion and its symbolism is that it became the 

cultic location par excellence in ancient Israel. … The close association of mountain, 

sanctuary, and Jerusalem is evidenced throughout the Old Testament.
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