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WHO THE DEVIL TESTED JESUS? 

Doug Mason 

ABSTRACT 

This Study seeks to identify the primary objective of the writers of the “Wilderness 

Testing of Jesus” as presented in The Gospel According to St Matthew. 

The position taken is that the material in Matthew was focused towards the 

immediate needs of the writers’ Community. The writing group was addressing a 

situation confronting its Community.  

The account of the Wilderness Testing is not a documentary record of a literal 

occurrence. It was a vehicle created by the writers to strengthen the resolve of its 

Community in the face of fierce opposition. 

By means of the Wilderness Testing of Jesus, the writers depicted their Community 

through words and actions attributed to Jesus while they depicted their opponents, 

the Pharisees, through the Satan the Opposer. 

This understanding provides the likely messages that were given by the writers of 

the “Wilderness Testing of Jesus” to their Community. 

KEYWORDS  

Community; Jesus; Pharisees; Satan; Testing. 

INTRODUCTION 

The earliest New Testament documents were prepared by Paul. He died in 64 CE 

and he did not document Jesus’ life or any of Jesus’ sermons. Paul’s writings, 

therefore, were not a source for the Wilderness Testing described in the Gospels. 

The Wilderness Testings of Jesus are recorded in the later Gospels at Mark 1:13 

and at Matthew 4:1-11. The earliest canonized Gospel is assigned to a Mark. It was 
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likely written during the last year of the Jewish war against Rome (64-70 C.E.). 

(Wray, et al, 115) 

The next subsequent canonised narrative of Jesus’ life and teachings was later 

known as The Gospel According to St Matthew. It was written for a community living 

some 15 years after the carnage wrought upon Jerusalem by the Romans and more 

than 50 years after Jesus’ ministry. 

All such documents presenting the life and/or sayings of Jesus Christ were prepared 

for and by its community of believers. 

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

and the voice of divine approval (Mark 1:1-11.) but the Gospel provides no details of 

the Tests. 

“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.” (Pagels, 11-12) 

THE GOSPELS WERE WRITTEN DECADES AFTER THE EVENTS THEY 

PORTRAY 

“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.” (Ashton (2014), 45) 

Each document addressed its local needs. When they wrote The Wilderness Testing 

of Jesus, the intention of these Gospel writers was to provide messages that their 

immediate community would implement, with direct and tangible outcomes. 
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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.” (Ashton (2014), 85) 

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. (Wray, et al., 115). Matthew, Mark, and Luke wrote for different audiences 

and sought to address specific issues within their respective communities.” (Wray, et 

al., 115) 

EACH GOSPEL WAS WRITTEN FOR ITS PERIOD, SITUATION, AND PURPOSE 

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. … 

“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.” (Forma, et. al., 305) 
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MATTHEW’S GOSPEL IS A CAREFULLY CRAFTED DOCUMENT PREPARED 

FOR ITS OWN COMMUNITY 

Writing is a powerful tool that is used to directly influence the writer’s immediate 

reader. It is vital to recognise all local contexts. What caused the writer to write? 

What response did the writer anticipate from the reader?  

What messages were the original writers of Matthew’s Wilderness Testing of Jesus 

giving to their immediate community? Why was it written? How was the local 

community expected to respond? 

The Gospel is not an eye witness account yet it provides details of three temptations 

and of the dialog. That Gospel is thus the earliest NT document which provides 

details; the earlier Gospel of Mark only makes a brief mention of a 40-day testing of 

Jesus in the wilderness. The later Gospel According to St Luke virtually repeats 

Matthew’s story. The Gospel According to St John, prepared by the Johannine 

Community, ignores the episode. 

THE HIGHLY EDUCATED WRITERS OF MATTHEW  

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

that it presents. 

“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.” (Gerhardsson, 79-83) 

“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, 
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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.” 

(Gerhardsson, 11) 

THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW IS CAREFULLY STRUCTURED 

Matthew’s Gospel is structured around five Discourses: Ch. 5-7; 10:9, 13, 18, 24-25. 

Each discourse concludes: “When Jesus had finished saying these things,” or 

similar; (7:28. 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). Each dialogue and each monologue is an 

assembly of related sayings that have been selected by the Gospel 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. 

THE GOSPELS ARE NOT LITERAL BIOGRAPHIES 

Each document is a literary composition. It is not a literal documentary. The Gospels 

do not provide literal biographies of the life of Jesus Christ. (Ashton (2007), 24, 27, 

332-33; Ashton (2014), 85)..The story of The Wilderness Testing of Jesus has to be 

consistent with this approach taken by the writers. 

Each Gospel has a religious function and is motivated by the desire to influence its 

own immediate local 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 GOSPEL OF MATTHEW COMPETED WITH 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.” (Dewey) 
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THE WRITERS FOCUSED ON THE COMMUNITY’S PRIMARY ENEMY, 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.  

Repeatedly, Matthew portrays Jesus as defeating, silencing and denigrating the 

Pharisees, the opponents of the Matthew community. (Matthew 3:7—“brood of 

vipers”; 5:20; 12:14; 12:24; 12:38-39—“evil and adulterous”; 15:1-3—“you break the 

commandment of God”; 15:12-13—“Blind guides of the blind.”; 16:6, 11—“Watch out, 

and beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”; 16:12—“Beware … of 

the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees; 23:2-3—“Do not do as they do.”; 

23:13, 14, 23, 25, 27, 29—“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!” 

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

(Pagels, 82) 

“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). … In Matthew, Jesus’ enemies are identified with Satan; both the 

Pharisees and Satan oppose the Messiah and seek to gain control over the 

Kingdom.” (Wray, et al., 116) 

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

text against Tradition, the writers of Matthew hurled vehement abuses at the 

religious leaders they did not agree with and who posed a potential threat. The 

Matthew community regarded the Pharisees with utter contempt. 

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

(Stendahl, xi) 

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. 

The writers of Matthew were determined to give absolute legitimacy to their 

Community.  

“Matthew saw the Pharisees as the chief rivals to his own teachings about Jesus.” 

(Pagels, 76) 

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 that 

were being experienced by the local community at the time it was written. 

DEMONIC CONCEPTS WHEN MATTHEW WAS COMPOSED 

The writers’ concepts of Satan and of Devil are those which were being 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. 

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.  
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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. 

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

an “obstacle”. 

“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.’” (Wray, et al., 122-123) 

SATAN WAS ASSOCIATED WITH JESUS’ JEWISH ENEMIES 

“The New Testament gospels … consistently associate [Satan] with Jesus’ Jewish 

enemies, primarily Judas Iscariot and the chief priests and scribes.” (Pagels, 13) 

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

struggle against Satan tends to … place increasing blame … upon Jesus’ Jewish 

enemies.” (Pagels, 15) 

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 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. 

“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 
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source turns Satan into a caricature of a scribe, a debater skilled in verbal challenge 

and adept in quoting the Scriptures for diabolic purposes.” (Pagels, 80-81) 

The verb peirazō (vv. 1, 3) in Matthew always signifies testing. (France, 101-102) 

The only occasions where the Greek word peirazo (“tempt”, “test”: πειράζω) is used 

in Matthew’s Gospel are at: 4:1 (devil); 4:3 (tempter); 16:1 (Pharisees and 

Sadducees); 19:3; 22:15-16, 18; 22:35 (Pharisees). 

The religious leaders wished to test Jesus, which is the same word that describes 

the action taken by Devil. 

SYMBOLISM EMPLOYED IN THE WILDERNESS TESTING 

The Testing contains symbols rather than being a 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.” (Burrows) 

“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.” (Schmutzer, 21) 

SYMBOLS FROM  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).” (Schmutzer, 

18) 



11 

“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.” (Schmutzer, 15) 

“[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).” (Schmutzer, 24) 

“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.” (France, 102) 

“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.” (Schmutzer, 22) 

SYMBOLISM OF “BREAD” (MATTHEW 4:3-4) 

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. (Matthew 14:19-21) and again later, where it is 

written: “Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees!)” (Matthew 16:11, 

NRSV) 

During his Wilderness Testing, Jesus rejected bread made from Devil’s instruction 

and Matthew’s community is to do likewise when confronted with demands made by 

their religious opponents. 
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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. 

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 additions to the Scriptures. Just as yeast expands the dough, their Traditions 

had added to the Scriptures. 

SYMBOLISM OF THE “PINNACLE OF THE TEMPLE” (MATTHEW 4:5-7) 

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. 

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. The deceptive taunt by Satan atop the highest point of the temple corresponds 

to the time when the High Priest, Chief Priest, and Elders conspired to make the 

arrangements that would lead to Jesus’ death. (Matthew 26:3-4)  
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The symbolism employed by the writers of “the Highest Point of the temple” is of the 

highest religious political powers. They threaten Jesus’ life just 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. …  

“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. …  

“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.” (Burrows) 

SYMBOLISM OF “HIGH MOUNTAIN” (HIGH PLACES) (MATTHEW 4:8-9) 

English translations of the Hebrew Bible make many references 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. At times, however, they were used in the worship of other gods. 

“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.” (France, 104) 
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“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. …  

“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’”. (Gerhardsson, 66) 

THE RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF “HIGH PLACES” 

High places were originally dedicated to idol worship (Numbers 33:52; Leviticus 

26:30), especially among the Moabites (Isaiah 16:12). The Israelites, practiced 

Molech worship and built high places for Baal (Jeremiah 32:35). Solomon 

established idolatrous high places for his foreign wives outside of Jerusalem and 

worshiped with them (1 Kings 11:11). High places as sites of Canaanite idol worship 

(Judges 3:19) extended into the period of Elijah (1 Kings 18:16–40). (What is the 

significance of high places in the Bible?) 

High places also played a major role in Israelite worship (Genesis 12:6-8; Genesis 

22:1-2; 1 Samuel 7:16). 

“[Manasseh] did what was evil in the sight of the LORD. … 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. … The sites on which he built 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Kings%2018.16%E2%80%9340


15 

high places and set up the sacred poles and the images, before he humbled himself, 

these are written in the records.” (2 Chronicles 33:1-19, 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.”(Burrows) 

FROM “INHERITING THE EARTH” AT ONE MOUNTAIN TO ANOTHER 

MOUNTAIN 

Matthew’s Wilderness Testing of Jesus ends on a “high mountain”. In the following 

passage, Jesus’ opening sermon, the writers place Jesus on a “High Mountain” The 

writers went from Satan’s mountain to Jesus’ mountain, where he responds with: 

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

Matthew 5:3-16 reads as if the Community writers were focusing tho\ese messages 

towards their followers, while the tone changes from verse 17 onwards, becoming 

condemnation of the Matthew writers’ archenemies, the Pharisees. 

“IF YOU ARE THE SON OF GOD” 

“If you are the Son of God. … If you will fall down and worship me [Satan].” (Matthew 

4:3, 6, 9, NRSV) 

The sense of these challenges, uttered following the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry, 

is repeated in Matthew during Jesus’ final trial. (Matthew 27:11-12) 
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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. Its 

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

Jewish opponents is quite apparent. 

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.  

Just as Satan 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. (Matthew 27:41-43) 

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”. (Matthew 10:1, 20; 28:19) 

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). … 
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“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.’ … 

“The victory of Jesus over the devil, which took place on a mountain, was the 

definitive triumph of God over evil. For this reason, [Matthew] made it the third and 

last temptation. On the other hand, in Luke the place that always stands out is 

Jerusalem. … 

“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.” (Filcatholic) 

SATAN THWARTED BY A FORM OF MIDRASH 

In the Wilderness Testing, Jesus was speaking on behalf of the “Matthean 

Community”, while the Devil represented the community’s Testers. The battleground 

was the Torah, quoting Deuteronomy (Book of D’varim). This was an intellectual 

repartee over the meaning and application of Hebrew Scriptures. 

“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’. 
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“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. … Jesus responds readily to Satan’s inquiries, and does not 

denounce him as ‘evil.’” (Kelly (2006), 87-88, 88-89) 

“This presentation … 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.” 

(Kelly (2017), 783-790) “Jesus and the devil wage war with words.” (Schmutzer, 19) 

“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.” (Gerhardsson, 11) 

“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.” (Gerhardsson, 17) 

PRAGMATIC 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. 
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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.  

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.” (Pagels, 81) 

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. 

CONCLUSION: PROBABLE MESSAGES FOR THE COMMUITY 

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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 Seek protection from trials but when they are encountered, seek the 

deliverance provided by God. 

 While hungering for God’s spiritual food, each Community member is to 

ensure they reject the Tradition of the Pharisees. 

 Each Community member shall reject every demand made by the High Priest 

that they cease fellowshipping with the Community. 

 Do not give the Pharisees the respect they seek. The resurrection they 

promise is a false one. Only through our Community will you inherit the earth. 

 Openly declare that you truly a “Son of God”. Rebut the Pharisees’ assertions. 
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