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The Example of Jesus of Nazareth
(Part One)

The New Testament portrays Jesus of Nazareth as "God with us" (Matt 1:23); "the word 
become flesh" (Jno 1:14); and as manifesting the presence of God  in reconciling the world to 
himself [God] (2 Cor 5:19).  Yet this divine presence on earth had "emptied itself" in order to 
become a human being who was subject to and who in fact did suffer death (Phil 2:6-8). 
According to the writer of Hebrews, Jesus was made lower than the angels (i. e. became a human, 
Heb 2:9); suffered in human form (Heb 2:9-10); shared in human flesh and blood (Heb 2:14); 
became like human beings in every respect (Heb 2:17); was tempted in every way as humanity and 
thereby is able to sympathize with our weaknesses (Heb 4:15); and was perfected and learned 
obedience from what he suffered (Heb 2:10; 5:8). If all of this is true, then Jesus most certainly 
could have sinned. The fact that he did not sin (Heb 4:15) is a testimony to the strength of his 
spiritual life and of the vibrancy of his relationship with God as a human being.  Such strength 
and vibrancy is what renders his life a unique example and an inspiration to humanity of how to 
live in the will of God while living in a sinful world.  If Jesus' earthly life is not a true example for 
us to follow, then biblical encouragements to imitate Jesus in our moral and ethical walk are 
absurd and cruel (cf. 1 Cor 11:1; Phil 2:5ff.; 1 Pet 2:21).

The earthly Jesus of Nazareth shared the nature of every other human being. However, 
unlike any other human being that has ever or will ever live on earth he made his will  subservient 
to the will of God and to his agenda in every moment of his life.  He lived a consistently selfless 
and self-sacrificing life from the beginning of his ministry in the Wilderness of Judea (Matt 4:1-11 
// Lk 4:1-13) to the very end of his life in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt 26:36-46 // Mk 14:32-
42; Lk 22:40-46).  He did this through a spiritual relationship with God which he cultivated as a 
human being.  This should not cause us to marvel for Luke makes it clear that Jesus did not come 
out of Mary's womb fully matured in spirit and wisdom. Rather, Jesus grew over time in 
relationship with his God and with men (cf. Lk 2:40; 52). In order to reveal in part the ways that 
Jesus grew spiritually and cultivated a vibrant relationship with God, we will focus on two aspects 
of Jesus' ministry in two separate posts.  

In this first post, we will show how the temptation narratives, embedded in rich Old 
Testament background, give insight into how the human Jesus was called upon to surmount 
profound human temptation. In our second post on Jesus as our example, we will emphasize  how 
Jesus relied upon prayer at the turning points of his ministry to surmount doubt and pride and to 
deal with betrayal and opposition. For this we will turn to the programmatic portrayal of Jesus' 
habits of prayer as laid out in the gospel of Luke. 
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Before we go further in this first of two posts, however, we should note that these aspects 
of Jesus’ life (temptation and prayer) are interrelated. We offer just one example in this post of 
how this is so. Following his baptism by John in the Jordan, Jesus is led the Spirit into the Desert 
of Judea.  As we will discuss in more detail in the following post, only Luke portrays Jesus 
praying at his baptism. There prayer is answered from heaven by a voice affirming his “sonship” 
and giving divine approbation of his life (Lk 3:21-22). As Luke will show, Jesus does not pray 
perfunctorily but rather out of necessity.  Finally, as we approach our discussion of the temptation 
narratives of Matthew (and Luke), it is important to realize that these three temptations do not 
exhaust the times that Jesus was tempted. Rather, they are indicative of the kinds of seductions 
Jesus continually faced. As portrayed, they preface his ministry, and each in its own way 
prefigures Jesus’ struggle with temptation in the Garden the night of his betrayal and arrest at the 
end of his ministry (cf. Matt 26:36-46; Mk 14:32-42; Lk 22:39-46). With that we focus on the 
temptations of Jesus from the book of Matthew.

The Temptations of Jesus 

Matthew portrays Jesus as the Messiah and King of Israel, the incarnate Torah as well as 
Wisdom, the New Moses, the new obedient Israel, and the conquering Joshua. In the temptation 
story recounted by Matthew, Jesus is hungry at the end of forty days of fasting in the Wilderness 
of Judea. The notice "he was hungry" alerts the reader to Jesus' human condition with its frailties, 
and it sets the stage for the authentic temptations to follow. When the Devil / tempter seductively 
suggests that Jesus should satisfy his hunger and thereby demonstrate his "sonship" by turning 
stones to bread, Jesus replies in the words of Deut 8:3.  By noting a fuller immediate context of 
this passage (Deut 8:1-5) we see that with these words Jesus assumes the persona of God's 
obedient son, Israel, even in the Wilderness:

1 Be careful to follow every command I am giving you today, so that you may live and increase and may 
enter and possess the land the LORD promised on oath to your ancestors. 2 Remember how the LORD 
your God led you all the way in the wilderness these forty years, to humble and test you in order to 
know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands. 3 He humbled you, 
causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your ancestors had 
known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth 
of the LORD. 4 Your clothes did not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years. 5 Know 
then in your heart that as a man disciplines his son, so the LORD your God disciplines you.

As Jesus (Joshua) is poised now to "take possession" of the land, as it were, he finds in the 
words of God through Moses to Israel the hand of divine preparation in his own Wilderness 
experience. Through such humbling and testing, God has been discerning the potential of Jesus’ 
heart to obey his will to the fullest. Thereby he has turned Jesus' own heart toward inward 
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assessment and upward toward divine approval. God has sustained and nurtured Jesus with 
unseen "divine food." Jesus has felt the spiritual discpline of Yahweh and is now emerging 
matured and empowered by it.

In the second encounter with the Devil (placed in third position by Luke), Jesus is standing 
on the highest point of the Jerusalem Temple complex (probably the southeastern corner of the 
Herodian platform / retaining wall). The Devil puts the  high-flown promissory and reassuring 
rhetoric of Ps 91 into play. He attempts to seduce Jesus to presume upon his “sonship” and to 
force Yahweh, as it were, to demonstrate his unqualified commitment and providence toward him 
as his chosen one. From the highest and holiest point of Jerusalem topography, Jesus should now 
fling his body downward into the Kidron Valley below. Heaven will respond with angelic hands to 
bear him to safety in the sight of hundreds of Temple worshippers. The doubt whispered in Jesus’ 
ear is that which is registered by Israel at Massah / Meribah (Exod 17:7):  “Is Yahweh among us 
or not?” It is indeed a very real human temptation, born of doubt or pride, to orchestrate events in 
such a way as to force God’s presence, approval, and providence in some demonstrable and 
tangible way. In this case, Jesus responds as Israel should have answered the grumblers at 
Massah.  “Do not put Yahweh your God to the test . . . ” (Deut 6:16).  

In the final temptation (in Matthew) before Jesus embarks upon his public ministry, Jesus 
finds himself with the Devil on a mountain peak from which the Devil showed him “all the 
kingdoms of the world and their glory.” In exchange for bowing down and worshiping him, the 
Devil presumes to offer Jesus these kingdoms and their splendor. As is true of every seduction, 
this temptation too is based upon multiple lies. The kingdoms and their glory are not the Devil’s 
to give. Such a prerogative belongs to another. This recognition reveals the truth which exposes 
the falsehood from which all temptation arises:  

“I am Yahweh, besides me there is no other” (Isa 44:6, 8; 45:5-6; 45:14, 21). 

The seduction consists in the possibility that a human might carry out an “end run,” as it 
were, around the reach and rule of Yahweh. The human desire to accrue power, wealth, glory, 
and splendor in the place of submission to the one God is an idolatrous desire. Unfortunately, in 
the history of human civilizations, such a desire has emerged as a virtually irresistable seductive 
power. Jesus’ eyes, however, are on the King, the true King, the only King and upon his 
Kingdom. Jesus rebukes Satan with the warning of Moses to Israel (Deut 6:13) which words echo 
the opening words of the Decalogue itself (Deut 5:5-9):  

“Worship the LORD your God and serve him only.” 

With these words which exclude all but God from the horizon of thought and life, Jesus 
banishes Satan to his desert haunts. In the desert, Israel had complained, grumbled, accused, and 
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put God to the test repeatedly. “Give us water!”; “Satisfy our appetite for food!”; “Can God really 
spread a table in the desert?” (Ps 78). It was in the desert that Jesus found within himself and in 
commnion with his God “the food of angels” to nurture, mature, and sustain his relationship with 
God. He ate a food that the world knows nothing about (Jno 4:32).

Conclusion (Part One)

In the temptation narratives we witness the human Jesus of Nazareth encountering real 
seduction, real temptation, and real inward struggle. Most importantly, we witness in him an 
authentic human victory over sin’s seductive power. Jesus is our example that we too may 
continue to grow in wisdom and in favor with God and man. God is bringing many “sons to 
glory” (Heb 2:10). We will not walk the journey of “sonship” perfectly as he did. However, 
knowing that Jesus found a way to cultivate a vibrant spiritual life with his Father that prepared 
him for every temptation that we will ever face is the encouragement and the inspiration that we 
need to draw closer in every moment of our lives to the same Father in the name of Jesus of 
Nazareth. 
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