
SUPREMELY SATISFIED
Denying Your Way to Life

Text: Psalm 32; Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7; Matthew 4:1-11; Romans 
5:12-19

When Jesus Fasted

A few years back, I went with a group of pastors on a pilgrimage to the land of 
Israel. Among the many experiences we had there was the chance to spend the 
better part of a day, walking alone through the wilderness outside of the 
ancient site of the city of Jericho. This territory is a region of barren sand, 
sagebrush, and rock like you see in those old westerns where somebody is 
stranded and dying of thirst. During the summer months, an almost suffocating 
heat rises from that ground. The earth is so dry and crusty that it rings hollow 
to your footsteps. I was glad to be wearing hiking boots, because if I’d been 
wearing sandals, I’d have had my feet torn up by the jagged rocks that jut out 
from the ground like the teeth of land sharks in many places. In some parts, the 
land is furrowed with crumbling limestone ridges that twist and turn till you feel 
like you’re walking through a maze. The desert goes on like this for seemingly 
endless miles, till the land finally drops some 100 feet over crags and cliffs to 
the salty plain of the Dead Sea.

To tell you the truth, I was glad when this part of our tour was over. Even to 
escape a Chicago winter, I would not have wanted to spend more than a few 
hours out there. But by the time we meet Jesus in Matthew chapter 4, HE has 
been out in this particular wilderness all by himself for more than a month. I 
struggle to take that in. Why would anyone choose to be in such a place for so 
very long? 

My best theory comes from my oldest son, Rush, who tells me that during 
military training elite soldiers are sent to foreboding spots like this to test and 
temper them for battle. It does seem like this is indeed what is going on here, 
because we know that account occurs right after God has “called Jesus up” at 
his baptism and just before Jesus is fully deployed to his public ministry. The 
verse actually says: ”Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to 
be tempted.” He’s gone there to be tested and tempered so he’s ready for the 
even heavier battles ahead (Matt 4:1a). 

Now, confessing that I sometimes find it difficult to postpone breakfast for even 
40 minutes in order to spend time with God in prayer, it is stunning to read in 
the next verse that when we meet Jesus here, he has been “fasting forty days 
and forty nights” and “he was hungry” (Matt 4:2). I’d have probably eaten 
off my right arm at this point, if I had the strength. So why has Jesus done 
this? For the same reason anyone fasts. He’s done it to deepen his communion 



with God. Jesus chose to foresake human company and forego human food 
"for forty days" -- that his only dependence, his supreme satisfaction, might be 
in God alone! Now just take a few moments to think about that. Imagine doing 
that, starting today…

When the Devil Gets Nervous

Now, check me if you think I’m wrong, but don’t you think that someone who 
did that sort of thing today would be written off as some kind of crackpot? At 
best he'd be dismissed as some sort of bizarre monk. But I promise you this: 
There would be at least one person who would take that sort of behavior very 
seriously. Evil would be very alarmed. 

You know, some of us in this room don’t deal with a lot of heavy temptations. 
Sure, we  feel the pull to tell a little lie or do a little lusting or speak a bit 
harshly at times. But it’s not like we feel at risk of losing or souls or anything. 
Sometimes we think that because we don't deal with very heavy temptation we 
must be living a pretty impressive Christian life. But that's not necessarily true. 
You see, if a genuinely intelligent Evil exists (as the Bible says it does), then it 
probably isn’t going to expend much energy on someone as long as he or she 
is living their faith in an uncommitted or semi-committed way. The cosmetic 
Christian isn’t not a threat to the cause of Darkness. Why waste spiritual bullets 
on somebody whose Christianity is mainly something they put on for Sundays 
or for the kids or when its convenient.

But when someone shows the capacity to DENY their normal appetites in order 
to draw closer to God… When someone shows a willingness to seriously 
sacrifice something or change their behavior significantly in order to pursue the 
will of God… Well that's a different matter. Someone who isn’t a reluctant 
draftee or a weekend warrior, but an active enlistee in the Force of Good, 
somebody who’s looking to stay close to God and advance his purpose 
everyday and everywhere, well that makes Evil load its weapons. 

Therefore it's not surprising that the Bible says that all throughout those weeks, 
“for forty days [Jesus] was tempted by the devil" (Luke 4:2a). Now we're 
not told what those early temptations were. Maybe they were of the kind that 
some of us face each week -- to compromise our ethics, to engage in self-pity, 
to value other people less highly than God does. We don't really know. What 
we do know, however, is that toward the close of those forty days, Evil knew 
for certain that it wasn't dealing with a mere infantryman here. This opponent 
could bear the stripes of the Commander-in-Chief. And so Evil dispensed with 
the handguns and got out the artillery. "The tempter came to him and said, 
‘If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread" (Matt 
4:3).

When Satan Laughs



Now why were those simple words so explosive? I got a little bit of insight into 
this when I lived in Belfast Northern Ireland during the early eighties. It was at 
the peak of the IRA hunger-strikes, a period when prisoners literally starved 
themselves in order to bring attention to their cause. What was curious to me 
was that almost all of the hunger-strikers broke their fast at about the forty-day 
mark. A local doctor explained to me that this was because after forty days, the 
average body has burned up all of its reserve stores of fat. Now it is beginning 
to eat up the tissue of muscles and vital organs. The pain induced by this 
process is excruciating, as every system within one's body screams for 
nourishment. Thus, when the Bible says that  “after fasting forty days… 
Jesus was hungry" (v.2) you understand what an understatement that is. 
We're not talking about a bit of stomach growling. We're talking about the far 
side of anguish.

In that light, can you see why the devil's proposition to Jesus had to be so very 
tempting? So why didn't Jesus give in? It wasn’t because Jesus thought food 
was superfluous. Remember, this is the man who had such compassion on a 
hungry crowd that he fed them with basketloads of bread. It wasn’t because 
Jesus thought rigorous asceticism was the true mark of righteousness. 
Remember, this is the guy who was accused by the pharisees of being a glutton 
and drunkard because he loved a good party. It wasn't because Jesus couldn't 
have fed himself if he chose to. Remember, anybody who could change water 
into wine could turning stones into scones. So why did he resist?

My belief is that Jesus didn't do as his Tempter suggested because he saw 
behind this apparently harmless invitation one of the most devastating spiritual 
seductions any person -- even you or I -- could ever fall to, and it is this: Tie 
your worth and well-being to the satisfaction of your appetites. Listen to the 
devil's words again: "If you are the Son of God, tell these stones to 
become bread." Or to paraphrase: "If you're really worth your salt, then get 
for yourself what you need. If you really are all you're cracked up to be, don't 
deny yourself what your appetite craves." 

This seductive summons to make the satisfaction of our appetites the supreme 
rule of our behavior, and the ultimate measure of our worth or sense of well-
being, is one of the most prevalent and destructive impulses of our time. We 
hear it from the wait-staff that tells us that we shouldn't DENY ourselves that 
slice of chocolate decadence, because we deserve it; We hear it from a media 
that tells us that we shouldn’t DENY our sexual appetites, because repressing 
them will hurt us; but the result is We hear it from a thousand advertisers telling 
us that we shouldn’t DENY that purchase, because having the latest and the 
best is going to fulfill us. 

Again and again we are told that our worth and well-being is inextricably ties to 
acting on our impulses and answering our appetites. But what is this getting 



us? A population of chronic-overeaters. Millions of kids and adults alike who 
bear the scars and loneliness of a lusty license gone amuck. A society built on 
credit, addicted to novelty, and bored with the unprecedented material 
muchness that it has. Do you suppose the Devil is laughing?

When Evil Goes Hungry

That's why, when the Tempter urged Jesus to demonstrate his status and worth 
by satisfying his appetite, Jesus answered the way he did. Jesus said: "It is 
written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone’" (Matt 4:4). By saying this 
Jesus wasn’t rejecting the value of bread, any more than he would dismiss the 
value of sex or material goods or power or the affirmation of others. But what 
he was saying is that our appetites for all these things only find their fullest 
meaning when lodged within the larger context of God's purposes. There are 
times -- Jesus would say -- when it is both right and essential for a man or 
woman to sublimate a natural appetite for the sake of a larger purpose. 

Let me ask you a pointed question: Could God be calling you to do that right 
now? Could God be wanting you to sublimate a dominating appetite you have 
for the sake of a larger purpose? Could God be inviting you to content yourself 
with what you already have? Is it possible that He is calling you to FAST from 
something you’ve taken for granted that you MUST HAVE, in order to honor 
Him, or really feel your complete dependence on His grace, or to build greater 
self-control, or to focus on something greater than your urges. I know its 
fashionable to think of Lent as a time when you ADD something rather than 
giving something up? But what might you say NO to or cut back on that could 
create space for God to add something better to your life?

Jesus said: "[One] does not live by bread alone…BUT on every word 
that comes from the mouth of God" (Matt 4:4). The Tempter tells you that 
your worth and well-being depend on satisfying your appetites. But Jesus says: 
Your worth and well-being come from what God says about you. You may be 
without a job, without a partner, without an answer, without a drink, without 
movie star looks, or without something else for which you’ve got hunger 
pangs. But you have a God who loves you enough to deny the comforts of 
heaven to go in search of you and lay down his life for you. Hear these words 
from the mouth of God on which Jesus fed: "You are my child, whom I 
love; with you I am well pleased" (Matt 3:17). Let God be your Supreme 
Satisfaction.

In the movie, Consenting Adults, a slick man named Eddie is trying to convince 
his neighbor Richard -- played by Kevin Kline -- to swap wives with him for a 
night. He tells him it's only natural and right to follow the urge each feels to 
explore the mystery of the other's partner. When Richard demurs, Eddie finally 
says with a sparkle in his eye that barely conceals his delight at how wickedly 
he is setting his neighbor up for a terrible fall: "This is how you DIE Richard... 



step by step, by the little things you DENY yourself."

Now contrast those words with the ones spoken by the most radiantly ALIVE 
person who ever walked this earth: "Whoever would save their life, let 
them deny themselves, take up their cross and follow me. For 
whosover would save their life will lose it; but whosoever is willing to 
deny themselves for my sake and that of the gospel will find 
themselves" (Mark 8:28).

Now tell me, as you head out into the wilderness of this week, who are you 
going to trust with your LIFE? Will it be the voice of someone like Eddie -- the 
one who speaks with such apparent compassion -- calling upon you to satisfy 
all the impulses and appetites of your nature? Or will it be the one who says: 
“Remember Who and Whose you are and let that be your supreme satisfaction.”  
Who are you going to trust with your soul?

Please pray with me...
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