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The Word of the Lord from Deuteronomy 26: “
11And you shall rejoice in all the good that the 

LORD your God has given to you and to your house.” This is the Word of the Lord.  

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. Gifts and Firstfruits 

Giving, giving, give, gave, given, given. Six times in eleven verses of our Old Testament lesson, 

Moses reminded the people of Israel that everything they had—and everything they were—was a gift 
from God. God had made them a nation: without the Lord’s blessing, Jacob would have remained just a 

wandering Aramean who never amounted to anything and likely died in a famine. God had given them 
freedom from slavery in Egypt. He was giving them the Promised Land for their inheritance. God was 

giving them fruit of the ground, an abundant harvest in a land flowing with milk and honey. All that was 

good was a gift from God to them. 
 

So in this passage, Moses commanded an offering of firstfruits. The people were to take a 
portion of the best of their harvest and offer it to God. It wasn’t seed-money, to buy God’s favor and 

grease His palm for the next go-around. The reason they had firstfruits to offer was because God already 

favored them. As we do in our offering hymn, so the Israelites were also to acknowledge: 
 

We give Thee but Thine own, 
Whate’er the gift may be. 

All that we have is Thine alone, 
A trust, O Lord, from Thee. 

 

The purpose of these thankofferings was to keep the people of Israel focused on the truth that 
everything they had was a gift of God. The temptations were all too obvious: they could see and handle 

the harvest, and it would be easy for them to neglect the truth of God’s goodness. There would be the 
temptation to doubt, to say “All of this is mine because of what I have done. I don’t need God’s help 

because I’m perfectly capable of helping myself.” There would be the temptation to pride, to say, “The 

Lord might have gotten me started, but look what I’ve accomplished for myself since then!” Left 
unrepented, these sins would lead to unbelief, to saying, “We have all that we need apart from God, so 

we have no need for God at all.”  
 

Those temptations were a real danger, for there is always a temptation to rejoice in the things of 
creation far more than the Creator of all things. So it would play out in the history of Israel: over time, 

they would forsake the Lord and fail to thank Him for all of His gifts. They’d turn to other gods—not 

because these gods could give them anything, but because these false gods gave silent approval to 
whatever sins they wanted to commit. Eventually, those who had been set free from Egypt would find 

themselves enslaved by Assyria and Babylon. 
 

It was not supposed to be that way. The Lord desired to take care of His people forever, to 

continue to give them daily bread, abundant harvests and all good things. The purpose of giving up the 
firstfruits of harvest as an offering was to remind the people that everything they had was a gift of God: 

even eternal life. Apart from Him, there was only affliction, toil, oppression and death. As His people, 
they could trust in His deliverance with great deeds, signs and wonders. Even eternal life. Thus, 

elsewhere in Deuteronomy, Moses declared to the people of Israel, “man does not live by bread alone, 

but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” (Deu 8:3 ESV)  
 



II. The Temptation in the Wilderness 

“Man shall not live by bread alone.” Centuries later in our Gospel lesson, the LORD Himself is 
repeating this Word. He’s in the flesh. He’s in the wilderness. He’s telling it to the devil. 

 
Jesus is hungry. He’s been fasting for forty days, and the devil is tempting Him: "If you are the 

Son of God, command this stone to become bread." The hunger and the bread are the guise for Satan’s 

strategy. The devil is saying, “God promised all sorts of good gifts to His people. The people of God get 
abundant harvests, milk and honey, daily bread. Here You are, supposedly the Son of God, without even 

bread to eat. That doesn’t make You much of a Son of God, now, does it? Command this stone to 
become bread.” 

 
There are a couple of interwoven temptations here. One is the temptation to doubt that Jesus 

has His Father’s blessing. The other is to forsake His ministry of taking the place of sinners. 

 
The more I think about it, the more you cannot separate this text of the Temptation in the 

Wilderness from what happens immediately before it: Jesus’ baptism. Jesus has just been baptized, along 
with all of those repentant sinners who have gathered to listen to John the Baptist. By His baptism, Jesus 

has taken His place with sinners. He stands with them. He is taking their place, bearing their sins. He is 

now making His way to the cross to die in their place. He is doing so with His Father’s approval: for when 
He was baptized, His Father said, “You are My beloved Son: in You I am well pleased.” 

 
Having taken His place with sinners, it only makes sense that Jesus is next found in the 

wilderness. Our Old Testament lesson declares that the Promised Land is for the people of God who keep 
His laws, not for sinners; and since Jesus has taken His place with sinners, it’s no surprise He’s back out 

in the wilderness. Our Old Testament lesson declares that the people of God enjoy an abundant harvest 

from God; so there is Jesus, taking His place with sinners, without even a piece of bread. The people of 
God enjoy the protection of the One who delivered them from Egypt with great deeds of terror, with 

signs and wonders; so there is Jesus, afflicted by the devil while He’s weak and alone. As the Son of God, 
He should have everything; as the Savior who stands with sinners to save them, He’s got nothing.  

 

So Satan tempts: “Are You sure You’re the Son of God? And if You are, are You sure You want to 
continue on this path of standing with sinners, saving them?” All that Jesus sees and feels at that 

moment would argue against His sonship and ministry. But Jesus doesn’t go with what He sees and feels 
at the moment. He goes with what He has heard. He has heard His Father say, “You are My beloved 

Son,” so He knows who He is. He has heard His Father say, “In You I am well-pleased,” so He knows His 

calling as Savior has His Father’s blessing. When it comes to proof, God’s Word trumps bread. So Jesus 
repeats the Word He once spoke to Moses: “Man shall not live by bread alone, but man lives by every 
Word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” 

 

After this, the devil departs “until an opportune time:” and there will never be a time when Jesus 
is more obviously taking the place of sinners than when He’s on the cross, forsaken by God and 

condemned for the sins of the world.  

 
III. Temptation 

You are tempted, too. Constantly. It’s with good reason that we hear of Jesus’ temptation in the 
wilderness in the first week of Lent each year, because it is for us and for our salvation that He endures 

and resists all temptation. 

 
You’re tempted, too; and many of those temptations will result from the devil’s whispers about 

the things that you have, or don’t have. The warning and the blessing of our Old Testament lesson holds 
true today: everything that you have is a gift from God. There is nothing that you would have without His 

blessing, nothing you possess had He not spoken to give it to you. When the Israelites brought their 
firstfruits to the Lord, they were to recite a response that began, “A wandering Aramean was my father.” 



The purpose was that they acknowledge that all they had was undeserved, given by God. We often begin 

our service by saying, “I, a poor miserable sinner, confess unto You all my sins and iniquities with which I 
have ever offended Thee, and justly deserve Thy temporal and eternal punishment.” With those words, 

we also confess that everything we have is an undeserved gift from God. 
 

This is, in part, why fasting is such a fine outward training for Christians. I encouraged the 

practice of fasting—in this case, the practice of giving up something for Lent—on Sunday, in order to 
demonstrate how easily temptation comes. But along with that, we miss the things that we give up or 

from which we fast. That’s another big part of it. Fasting reminds us of what we wouldn’t have if God 
didn’t give us everything. 

 
This is what makes church offerings a fine discipline, too. The nuts-and-bolts reason for the 

offering is that grace is free, but it takes money to pay the electric bill. The Gospel reason is that we are 

set free by Christ to support the proclamation of the Gospel. But it is also a good discipline, just like the 
firstfruits of Deuteronomy 26: it reminds us that all that we have is a gift from God. And by giving a 

portion away, it reminds us that it is not an idol to be clung to. 
 

The devil will use all of those “daily bread” sorts of gifts to tempt you to believe that you aren’t 

God’s, don’t want Him or don’t need Him. Where you lack and do not have the things that you would like, 
the devil will tempt, “Are you really sure that you’re a child of God? If you were, shouldn’t you have more 

good stuff? Maybe you’re not a child of God at all.” Where you suffer affliction or infirmity, the devil will 
whisper, “Some God this is. Not only doesn’t He give you much in the way of good stuff, but He’s also 

loaded you down with all sorts of bad. Maybe you ought to think about dumping God and setting out on 
your own.” Or when you enjoy a time of prosperity and wealth, the devil will try to woo you all the way 

to hell, saying, “Look at all you’ve done! Look at all you’ve gotten for yourself! Who needs God with all of 

His annoying laws and His talk about sin and grace? Enjoy what you’ve got! Who needs Him?” 
 

Every satanic temptation has one goal in mind: to destroy your faith by leading you to doubt 
God, hate God or see no need for God. The devil knows the value of material things for temptation: you 

can see the things you have. You can’t see your Savior, and a thing in the hand seems so much more 

real than a Savior you trust by faith.  
 

But to all of these temptations, you can respond with your Savior: “Man does not live by bread 
alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the LORD.” Far beyond the temporary 

things that you see and have, you know that the Word of the Lord is sure. 

 
By the Word of the Lord, you know that Jesus has taken His place with sinners, for you. He was 

tempted in the wilderness and resisted it perfectly so that He might give you the credit for His perfect 
obedience. That Word declares to you that Christ has died in your place, for all of your sins, so that you 

can be certain that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. 
 

The Lord speaks His Word directly to you. You can be sure that you are one of His children, 

enjoying His favor, because He said so to you with the words, “I baptize you in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.” As the Father called Jesus His beloved Son at His baptism, so He 

has declared you to be His beloved child at yours. The Lord speaks His Word to tell you that His favor for 
you hasn’t changed: you hear Him say it is so when He declares, “I forgive you for all of your sins.” And 

as long as you are in this wilderness, you know that you are not forsaken. The Lord is with you. The Lord 

is near to you. He is as near as His Word. He is so near as to give you His own body and blood for the 
forgiveness of your sins.  

 
Make no mistake: this work of the Lord in His means of grace is far greater than the great deeds, 

signs and wonders that He performed to free His people from Egypt; for by His Word, He has freed you 
from sin, death and hell.  



 

Everything you have is a gift from God. An undeserved gift. As long as the devil tempts, that’s a 
tough truth to confess. But you live each day knowing that you are a child of God, who delights to give 

you all sorts of good things; and whether it is given to you to be a steward of much or little in this life, 
you have the Word of the Lord. That is why you live, for you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 
  

 
 

 

 
 

 


