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"The Old Dragon versus The One Still Wet Behind the Ears" 

Matthew 4:1-10 

Our Redeemer Lutheran Church 

February 21, 1999 

Pastor Michael L. McCoy 

Dear Baptized in Christ, 

When a human being -- man, woman, youth, child or infant -- is received by Christ Jesus a new 

battle begins. Having been rescued from the camp of the devil, the person, now a Christian is now in 

the One, Holy Church -- the Communion of Saints. And it would seem, at least to our limited human 

reason, that the Christian should now be at ease and not have to engage in further struggles, 

especially with the Old Serpent. Such is not the case. The real temptations begin and intensified 

battles are fought. 

Picture a man who has just been been baptized here at Our Redeemer. He may be young; he might 

be old ... it doesn't really matter. Having heard the Good News of God's love in Christ, he is given 

the Holy Spirit's gift of faith. He is baptized and on his brow, he bears the seal of Him Who died on 

the cross for the sins of the world and Who rose again from the grave. As far as being a Christian, he 

is still wet behind the ears as he raises his head from the baptismal waters. 

Satan now has one less subject and will begin a relentless attack. In his thought-provoking book, The 

Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis describes this truth in an imaginary letter from a professional devil to 

his nephew, an understudy devil. This understudy, a fallen angel named Wormwood, has been 

assigned to watch over and keep a certain man away from the Enemy's camp ... away from God's 

Church. Wormwood has failed. The man now belongs to God. A letter arrives to the understudy 

from the seasoned devil superior ... 

"My dear Wormwood, 

I note with grave displeasure that your patient has become a Christian. Do not indulge 

the hope that you will escape the usual penalties; indeed, in your better moments, I 

trust you would hardly even wish to do so. In the meantime we must make the best of 

the situation. There is no need to despair; hundreds of these adult converts have been 

reclaimed after a brief sojourn in the Enemy's camp and are now with us. All the 

habits of the patient, both mental and bodily, are still in our favour." 

All the habits of the patient, both mental and bodily, are still in our favour. Thus, the Son of Mary, 

Bethlehem's One that got away, the Alien of Egypt, the Man from Galilee is standing in the Jordan 

River. Indeed, here is the great Plum ... the Prize that, if won, would bring with Him all the others 

descended from Adam and Eve. This Second Adam, come to do what the first Adam had not done, is 

the Great Domino ... for if He falls, all ... each and everyone who ever lived, is living and will breath 

the air of this world will fall with Him. Here in these earthly waters, in view of many, is the Grand 

Prize, the whole Enchilada, the single Straw that, if thrown, would break the camel's back. If this 
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Jesus were able to be defeated then everyone would be eternally captive to the Devil's dominion of 

darkness. 

So, dear friends, the temptation of this Jesus would not be left to any lowly demon or any understudy 

devil. Lucifer, the Tempter, the Dragon, that Serpent of old would assault this One Who, taking the 

form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men, and being found in appearance as a man 

(Philippians 2), came to fulfill all righteousness (Mark 3:15). So Jesus was baptized by John and, 

with His ears having heard the voice of His Father from heaven and with His head still dripping with 

water, He was, as recorded in the Gospel of Mark, He was immediately ... immediately driven into 

the wilderness by the Spirit (Mark 1:12). Once again, please listen to the Gospel Reading for this day 

as we are privileged, via the Word of the Lord, to behold the battle in the desert ... 

... The Old Dragon versus The One Still Wet Behind the Ears 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. And when He had 

fasted forty days and forty nights, afterward He was hungry. Now when the tempter came to Him, he 

said, "If You are the Son of God, command that these stones become bread." But He answered and 

said, "It is written, 'Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the 

mouth of God.' " Then the devil took Him up into the holy city, set Him on the pinnacle of the temple, 

and said to Him, "If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down. For it is written: 'He shall give 

His angels charge over you,' and, 'In their hands they shall bear you up, Lest you dash your foot 

against a stone.' " Jesus said to him, "It is written again, 'You shall not tempt the LORD your God.' " 

Again, the devil took Him up on an exceedingly high mountain, and showed Him all the kingdoms of 

the world and their glory. And he said to Him, "All these things I will give You if You will fall down 

and worship me." Then Jesus said to him, "Away with you, Satan! For it is written, 'You shall 

worship the LORD your God, and Him only you shall serve.' " 

Thus far the inspired and inerrant Word of the LORD our God. 

The temptation of Jesus began when was still wet behind the ears from His Baptism, and so it is with 

the person born from above by water and the Spirit. To test the Lord our God, the first temptation 

served up by Satan was one of want due to a deprivation of the body ... specifically for Jesus in the 

desert ... the lack of food and the accompanying reaction of the body called hunger. But it is not just 

the satisfying of a hungry stomach that the devil was trying to accomplish. The first temptation is a 

temptation of the body that puts into question God's love for you and intends to lead you to despair. 

If you are a Christian, how come you are hungry? How come you are in such pain? Why are you 

always so cold? How come you have to do without, when so many others, especially other Christians 

have so much? 

A host of such questions can assault the Christian -- all intended to lead you to the point of despair ... 

to drive you to the line of transgression where you answer your questions something like this: "I am 

hungry because God has forgotten me. I am in financial straits or poor health because God simply 

does not care about me. I watched a TV evangelist and she said if I had enough faith I would have 

lots of money and would be cured. I really do not think that God's Word has been of any benefit to 

me." 

That, dear Lutherans, is the what Satan wanted for an answer when he attempted to plant doubt in 

the minds of Adam and Eve: Did God say ... ? Did God say, "You shall not eat of any tree in the 
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Garden? ... Did God say? (Genesis 3:1), "Did God really say?" It sounds like the modern day 

members of the Jesus Seminar who have not only fallen to the first temptation as they subject the 

Word of God to the popular opinion polls, but now they themselves present the satanic question to 

the world, "Did God really say?" 

You see, the first temptation does not really have to do with food at all. Satan was using a physical 

need to be the means for doubting God and His Word. He tempts by saying, "Forget about the Word 

and go for bread. Live for today and satisfy the cravings of your body. The bread tastes good and 

satisfies your hungry stomach. Has God's Word ever ... ever made your starving stomach stops 

rumbling? If you are a son of God, make bread from the earth." 

Indeed, there is a satisfaction that occurs when God's Word is cast aside and is replaced by the 

physical needs. However, it is only a satisfaction that lasts for a time. Even if we were able to make 

bread from stones, there is a limit. We will either run out of stones or run out of time. In either case, 

there is not a crumb left for you throughout all eternity. 

So the voice whispers in the wilderness, "Hey, Jesus, if You are the Son of God, command that these 

stones become bread. Isn't it obvious that, out here in this desert, isn't it obvious that God has driven 

You out here and abandoned You? Oh, it was great back there when You were baptized, but that was 

then and this is now. If you are hungry and if you are able to do something about it, I suggest that 

you forget about what God says and begin doing for yourself." 

But Jesus answered and said, "It is written, 'Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word 

that proceeds from the mouth of God.' " Here our Lord did not fall to the temptation of Satan, but 

stated what we have heard to be true. Earthly bread will still the rumblings of the stomach for a day, 

but the Word of God is the Bread from Heaven, the Manna come down from above and it satisfies 

forever. Part of that Word which feeds your soul and stills the rumblings of your heart and 

conscience is this: Dear Christian, though you may have fallen to this first temptation, hearken your 

ear to the Word: God shows His love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. 

Since, therefore, we are now justified by His Blood, much more shall we be saved by Him from the 

wrath of God (Romans 5:8-9). 

Thank Jesus for not having fallen to Satan's first temptation. He did what we were unable to do and 

now, through the Holy Spirit working through the Word, we are able to say to the Lord, to the world, 

to one another and to ourselves, "I would rather starve to death than give up God's Word" and to sing 

... 

"Lord, keep us steadfast in Thy Word; 

Curb those who fain by craft and sword 

Would wrest the Kingdom from Thy Son 

And set at naught all He hath done" (TLH 261) 

Then the devil took Him (Jesus) up into the holy city, set Him on the pinnacle of the temple, and said 

to Him, "If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down. For it is written: 'He shall give His angels 

charge over you,' and, 'In their hands they shall bear you up, Lest you dash your foot against a 

stone.' "  
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The first temptation is one of the body; the second is a temptation of the spirit. This temptation, 

whether presented immediately by the Devil or served up by one of his agents, attempts to make you 

rely on your faith rather than on God's Word. The first temptation is intended to lead to doubt and 

despair; the second temptation is intended to lead in the paths of arrogance and audacity; to develop 

sinful pride and trust in personal righteousness and self-sufficiency. 

The seductive words of the Deceiver might go something like this: "If you are a son of God, you 

must surely have a great faith ... much greater, I suppose than most average Christians. A man of 

such strong faith is most certainly capable of great feats. Show those others just what you are able to 

do. Go ahead, jump off the Empire State Building, for surely God's angels will rescue such a one as 

you." Suddenly our ears are reminded of the serpentine words spoken to the woman in the Garden, 

You will not die! (Genesis 3:4). 

In the 1960s there were those who played around with the mind-altering drug LSD. People thought 

they could fly like a bird and float like a butterfly. Some people actually jumped off buildings and 

there were no angels to lift them up and rescue them. They died. In God's Word, there is no promise 

that He will send His angels to rescue fool-hearty Christians who tempt the Lord. 

But please understand, dear Christian friends, this temptation is really not about jumping off 

buildings and surviving the fall. This subtle, devilish argument is an attempt to make you put your 

faith above God's Word and Sacraments. In others words, it is the enticement to reject God's means 

of salvation. People who have fallen here either do not come to worship since they don't need the 

Divine service, or if they do come, but with the stride of the haughty Pharisees who has eyes blinded 

to God's Law and therefore, no use for God's grace. 

The Christian is playing with disaster when he or she reasons like this: "Lord, I thank You that I am 

not like these sinners who are here today. I don't need to go to the Lord's Supper. I do not need to 

hear about forgiveness. I really don't need to be here at all. I just come here so that these other people 

will see how great my faith is. My faith is more important than God's Word. If I am challenged, I am 

capable of doing the extraordinary." 

When the devil took Jesus onto the pinnacle of the temple and said, If You are the Son of God, throw 

Yourself down. For it is written: 'He shall give His angels charge over you,' and, 'In their hands they 

shall bear you up, Lest you dash your foot against a stone.'", Jesus replied, "It is written again, 'You 

shall not tempt the LORD your God.'" 

Here again our Lord did not fall to the temptation of Satan, but stated that we should not play fast 

and loose with God's Word ... that we should not cast aside the Word of Life as worthless manna ... 

that we should not be offended that the Lord God bestows His eternal gifts, not only to infants, but 

even to adults through water and the Word of Baptism. Would we ever think of not have an 

announcement of the Absolution ... the declaration of forgiveness here in church on Sunday 

morning? To keep such a proclamation from the people of God is to abide by the Devil's invitation 

to save yourself apart from God's Word. 

How often, not only do politicians, but also theologians play around with and change God's Word by 

doubting what the meaning of the word is is. When Jesus said This is My Body, He used the word is 

and not symbolizes, becomes or represents. Dear Christian, though you may have fallen to this 

second temptation, listen to the Word after He took a cup, and when He had given thanks he gave it 
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to them, saying, "Drink of it, all of you; for this is My Blood of the new testament, which is poured 

out for many for the forgiveness of sins (Matthew 26:27-28). What valid reason could we come up 

with today, for not having the Lord's Supper available for the people of God every Sunday? 

Thank Jesus for not having fallen to Satan's second temptation. He did what we were unable to do 

and now, through the Holy Spirit working through the Word, we are able to say to the Lord God, to 

the world, to one another and to ourselves, "I would rather be persecuted and martyred rather than 

seek salvation apart from God's Word and Sacraments" and to sing ... 

"Preserve, O Lord, Thy children, Thine own blest heritage; 

Resist, disperse, and scatter Those who against Thee rage. 

Let Thy commandments guide us, Grant us Thy heav'nly food; 

Cloth us in Thy rich garments, Bought with Thy precious Blood" (TLH 264) 

Again, the devil took Him (Jesus) up on an exceedingly high mountain, and showed Him all the 

kingdoms of the world and their glory. And he said to Him, "All these things I will give You if You 

will fall down and worship me." 

Even if the Christian abides in the Narrow Way ... avoiding doubt and despair on one side, as well as 

pride and arrogance on the other, there is another snare that Satan sets. This is the temptation of the 

heart that slowly, almost without notice replaces God and His Word with power and position. It is 

capable of afflicting everyone ... people like Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod officials, district 

presidents and other ecclesicrats, ... but especially is it capable of possessing church council 

members and elders who have come to the point of consolidating power and maintaining a small 

empire rather than being a servant of the Lord and His Church, ... but particularly is it capable of 

drawing in and overcoming parish pastors who remain in small congregations for long periods of 

time. 

As the years go by there is the temptation to have more power that fills the recipient with sinful pride 

and worldly power and vain glory. When such a diabolical doctrine does its work, then God and His 

Word are forced from the man's heart. When you hear how the devil showed Jesus all the kingdoms 

of the world and their glory, do you not hear the old voice in the Garden, saying, "Go ahead, here it 

is, for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 

knowing good and evil (Genesis 3:5). 

But permit me, dear people of God, to show you and to show myself a different view from an 

exceedingly high mountain. "Behold one of the original ancient wonders of the world, the immense, 

beautiful, luscious hanging Gardens of Babylon. But look, the man-made garden has completely 

withered, totally dried up and forever blown away. Behold the continent Atlantis and its wonders 

that have been written about by a few ancient writers who are now long dead and gone. But look, 

Atlantis has been so sunken and obliterated that we are not even certain it ever existed. Behold the 

mighty legions of Rome, the death-dealing chariots of Pharoah and the invincible army of 

Sennacherib. But look, each lies in the dust, buried in the rubble of time and there is not, on the face 

of this earth, a single gravestone marking a warrior's burial. Even in our lifetime, the Berlin Wall has 

fallen and the concrete is rotting. 

Power further corrupts a heart that is already, by nature, sinful and unclean. One absolute truth is 

this: in the end, you will receive the reward of the one whom you serve. Satan's reward for those 
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who serve him is to accompany him and take up residence with him forever in the Lake of Fire. 

Sadly and tragically, Judas and Saul discovered this; the one committing suicide, the other being 

slain by the Lord. Jesus said, Away with you, Satan! For it is written, "You shall worship the Lord 

your God, and Him only you shall serve." Had Jesus fallen to this third temptation that is where 

mankind would have resided. 

So thank Jesus for not having fallen to this temptation. Instead, He went on to the cross and the 

grave and rose again. Dear Christian, dear synodical official, dear district president, dear church 

council member, dear pastor, though you have sinned here too, thus, the Lord your God, the One 

Whom we believe, teach, confess and follow, Who says to His own who repent of their sin and look 

to Him for forgiveness and restoration, the Lord also has put away your sin; you shall not die (2 

Samuel 12:13) and because I live, you also will live (John 14:19). 

He did what we were unable to do and now, through the Holy Spirit working through the Word, we 

are able to say to the Lord, to the world, to one another and to ourselves, "I have God's Word both in 

the Ten Commandments and in the Gospel, and by the Holy Spirit working through the Word to 

grant me faith and sustain trust, I will fall down before the Lord my God and Him only shall I serve 

and of Him only will I sing ... 

"The Word they still shall let remain, Nor any thanks have for it; 

He's by our side upon the plain With His good gifts and Spirit. 

And take they our life, Goods, fame, child, and wife, 

Let these all be gone, They yet have nothing won; 

The Kingdom ours remaineth" (TLH #262) 

Dear fellow members of Our Redeemer, as long as we live, the Devil will be presenting us with the 

three temptations that Jesus faced during the 40 days in the wilderness. Each one of these 

temptations is an attempt to separate us from God's Word. Jesus Himself, on our behalf, in our stead, 

and for our salvation, overcame them. Thanks be to God. Amen. 


