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Luke and the Opportune Time: 

Reading the Temptation Story as Preface to Kingdom and Prologue to Passion

When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.

     Luke has a unique and remarkable account of the temptation story.  The uniqueness of Luke’s account
 comes from his portrayal of the devil “…as an actor, or what Aristotle calls an “agent,” with a role to play in a plot…”
    Luke is not content to portray the devil’s actions as the personification of the devil’s character, and let that character suffice for the devil’s story. Luke insists upon, or recounts to us Jesus’ insistence upon, the extremity of the devil’s situation; and since “…drama is an art of extreme situations…,”
 the Lukan account of the temptations becomes a drama. 


Our own temptation to relate to the devil as the personification of his character is understandable, particularly since his character has often been taken to be the “embodiment of evil.”
  That the devil’s familiar Greek name in the Gospels in the early narratives, and especially in the temptation story, is diabolos, the opponent, does not help our efforts to get a view of the devil that is not overwhelmed by his character.
 For instance, Luke’s contemporary Matthew
 appears to focus on the devil’s role as Jesus’ opponent, and so in Matthew’s world the first and apparently dramatically sufficient order of business is for Jesus to persistently, almost preemptively, resist the devil.
  We are receptive to this preemptive behavior of course because we “know” the devil’s character, and knowing character, we expect the appropriate conduct from each of the actors.


But is being informed about character sufficient for comprehending a drama, and especially the drama that occurs in the desert between Jesus and his “opponent?”  If we consider the case of one great dramatist we find that  “Shakespeare often shows less interest in attributing qualities to people than in providing a demonstration that they are alive, that they are in the world…What (his) drama lacks in character-drawing, it makes up for in a concrete rendition of the dynamics of living.”
  

We understand without any hesitation that Luke would be interested in showing in the best way possible that Jesus was “alive,” that he was “in the world.”   He reminds us of as much when he tells us “…that the events that have been fulfilled among us…were handed on to us by those who were from the beginning eyewitnesses…”  (1:3)   Luke thus has a natural interest in portraying the devil as “alive…in the world.”  And the best way to portray the devil as alive is to show him as being involved in the “dynamics of living.” Luke does this by “…putting him back into history…” where we can “see him as an actor…with a role to play in a plot…”
  Plot is “the means by which the playwright gets us into (extreme) situations and…out of them again.”
  I will define an extreme situation as one in which no act is superfluous and no choice is inconsequential. The temptations are the first, if not the last, extreme situation in which the more alive the devil and Jesus become to each other, the more extreme their lives become, and the more dramatic the outcome of their relationship will be.  

Every kingdom divided against itself becomes a desert,

And house falls on house.

Our understanding of the temptation story is blurred because of our familiarity with the text.   If a reader whose senses have been sharpened and perspective changed by Rene Girard’s insight into other “familiar” texts were to see a story that shared the outline of this text -- a man being led into the wilderness, and even though accompanied by an advocate for his innocence, led directly to an accuser, indeed the accuser
 -- then that reader would almost have to conclude that in this story of exclusion and accusation, the protagonist is an outcast destined to share the lot  of either exclusion or sacrifice common among scapegoat dramas.
 The presence of the Holy Spirit guarantees that this will not be a normal scapegoating story:  indeed, the Holy Spirit is there precisely because of the story’s scapegoating potential.

Ironically the person of Jesus keeps us from sensing immediately the presence of an outcast. We see “Lord” where the story seems to say “outcast.” Our habitual reading sees a uniquely pious man, newly ordained as it were, on his way to achieve an almost inevitable victory over a mis-matched antagonist, never considering what it was, and is, that brought them into relationship. Yet, the realities of Jewish society in first-century Palestine suggest that someone like Jesus could indeed become a functioning outcast.
 As N. T. Wright has noted:

      What matters is not simply… ‘getting in’ (how one becomes a member of the covenant) and ‘staying in’ (how one remains a member of the covenant).   What matters, when Israel’s symbols are under threat – when the question of what it means to be a Jew is everywhere raised and nowhere settled – is staying in at this time of crisis; or, to put it another way, staying in when there was a risk of finding oneself suddenly excluded outside, or perhaps, getting back in after finding oneself suddenly excluded.  That is the situation that sects exploit.  That is exactly the situation that we find in first century Palestine.

The “time of crisis” to which Wright refers to is conditioned by Israel’s belief that she is still in exile, an exile made even more problematic and painful because Israel remains in slavery to foreign overlords while in her own land.
  A natural consequence was a proliferation of “sects,” each intent upon claiming that theirs was the true identity of Israel, and just as intent upon excluding others as violators of Israel.     

All sects did agree that the eschatological vindication that was coming for the true Israel would be the final act of salvation, “…a matter of a new world, the renewal of creation.”
  Israel, beginning with Abraham, had been the Creator’s means of dealing with the sin of Adam.  Now “…Israel herself becomes the true Adamic humanity.”
 In the words of Qumran, where this view was pronounced but to whom it was by no means unique, “God has chosen them for an everlasting covenant, and all the glory of Adam shall be theirs.”
 Adam’s true heirs will be the completion of God’s work in Adam and the realization of the true Adam.

Luke tells us three things about Jesus’ situation immediately prior to his entry into the wilderness.  First, this is the beginning of Jesus’ work (3:23).  Second, Luke chooses to place the genealogy of Jesus here, whereas Matthew used the genealogy as a part of an extended ‘introduction’ accompanying the nativity.  Luke inverts the Matthean order, choosing to begin with Joseph and ending with “Adam, son of God” (3:38).  The emphasis clearly falls on Jesus as the descendant of Adam, son of God, and implies that the beginning of Jesus’ work completes Adam’s story.   The blessing God bestows upon Jesus following Jesus’ baptism and immediately prior to the temptation serves to emphasize this association.  If we invert the Lukan blessing to make it read: “…with you I am well pleased; you are my Son the Beloved” (3:22, reversed), “with you I am well pleased” hearkens back to God’s observation in Genesis that Creation was good; the naming of Jesus as the Beloved recalls the blessings of Genesis accorded to Adam.

 Most readers of the temptation episode see the wilderness setting as a reference to Israel’s Exodus crossing of the Wilderness under the leadership of Moses.  That it unquestionably is, but with nuances and additional references that may go unappreciated.  Of immediate and absolute relevance to a Jew of first century Palestine was Israel’s existential exile under Roman rule.  The Jewish people struggled to maintain in a compromised present an identity that was first given in the Mosaic past, then experienced throughout the Deuteronomic history. The promise was that the exile would end and the people of the covenant would once again re-enter the Promised Land.  The temptations themselves begin only after the 40 days of fasting (4:2).  They thus occur on that divide between the years of exodus and the entry into the Promised Land, that is to say, the temptations occur at the exact point in “salvation” history where Israel now was maintaining a precarious balance between exile and redemption.  Jesus’ return from the Jordan and into the wilderness actually follows in geographical outline the entry into the Promised Land.

The Promised Land is always a new Eden. If God has promised a new Eden, why does the devil encounter Jesus, the new Adam, in a wilderness? Life in the wilderness always runs the risk of being abandoned by God.   The wilderness setting makes sense for the devil.  It in fact may make so much sense because it represents a choice that has come to identify the devil, the choice to be separated from God. Adam had not been abandoned by God.  God had redeemed Adam’s heirs through the Covenant and his adoption of Israel.  But Israel is now in torment, convinced that she is exiled once again.  

The temptation story is an encounter between the old professional at separation, the devil, and the new Adam, Jesus.  The temptations the devil offers to Jesus are strategies for dealing with separation. Jesus will give the devil two opportunities to replace his perspective of separation with the experience of a freely-shared affiliation with “Deuteronomic” abundance. But the temptations are not just strategies for dealing with separation.  They are a strategy to separate, designed to change the relationship between God and his creation. The third temptation will make it clear that this is a demonic strategy threatening Israel at that very moment.  Exile has become not just a variety of ways of dealing with a perceived separation; exile threatens to become an instrument of separation.  Jesus ends the temptations by turning away from this seduction by the seducer, and walking towards the Kingdom. 

The First Temptation

Jesus has fasted for forty days, a period that has already served to acquaint Jesus with temptations (4:2).  When the 40 days were over, “The devil said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.’  Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.’ Then the devil led him up and showed him…the world.” (4:3-5)

.  Jesus in Luke does not say what Matthew’s Jesus does say and almost every ear insists on hearing: “…but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4).  The absence of that phrase in Luke makes this the first exchange in a genuine dramatic encounter between Jesus and the devil.  Unlike Matthew’s Jesus, Jesus in Luke has left open the question of just what it is that man will “live by:” “One does not live by bread alone,” and then, silence.  In a good drama, and in real life, such a silence allows the revelation of character to take place.  What is important is not just what may have been said by Jesus’ silent conclusion, but what it is the devil may hear about Jesus and show about himself in that same silence.  The devil can hear in that silence one of two questions, either “Do you hear what I am telling you,” or, “What do you have to offer me?”    Whichever question the devil thinks he hears Jesus “saying” reveals the devil’s character.

 I think the best way to understand Jesus’ response to the devil is to call it an invitation.  Jesus turns both the devil’s desire and the devil’s diagnosis of their situation on their ears.  First we rearrange Jesus’ words “Man does not live by bread alone” to read, “By bread alone man does (will) not live.”  In other words, Jesus is saying, we risk putting ourselves in an even more precarious situation were I to give that commandment.  It is actually safer here by me (Jesus) where we have no bread.  Jesus is not being pious, he is being practical.  Jesus is inviting the devil to enjoy a greater security.   

 The whole point of Israel’s manna episode in the desert was that the manna that God supplied was not-bread, just as hunger is not-bread.  God “afflicted you and made you hungry, and had you eat the mahn … in order to make you know that not by bread alone do humans stay-alive, but rather by all that issues at YHWH’s order do humans stay-alive” (Deut. 8:3, italics mine).
   To understand mahn (manna) you must understand that both mahn and the affliction that accompanies it are the same things. The hunger and the non- bread are the same.  Mahn did not satisfy hunger: mahn and hunger both pointed to the same ultimate source of satisfaction.  Manna’s exoticness was not there to draw attention to its divine origin as a substitute for bread in a precarious situation. It was there to transform the understanding of the situation’s precariousness. Affliction is spoken of as a positive. Its non-breadness was to show the extent to which one could commit one’s life to an absolute dependency upon God. This seems to be a consistent currency of exchange in a divine economy where accepting irony is the key to the transaction.    Jesus is actually telling the devil that it is safer here by his side where there is no reliance on commanding that stones become bread; instead of that command there is an absolute dependence on God. Jesus is encouraging the devil to join him in a satisfying abundance by embracing absolute dependence.

The devil doesn’t get it.  His fundamental mentality is a scarcity mentality
, which he projects upon Jesus.  The question he hears Jesus asking him in that pregnant silence is “What do you have to offer me?”  To the devil’s ear “Man does not live by bread alone” means Jesus is pointing to an appetite left unsatisfied, exactly the opposite of the satisfaction we can hear in Jesus’ voice. The devil concludes Jesus needs something more and is willing to consider whatever the devil might have to offer: for instance, “the world.” The second temptation is composed of just such an offer from the devil.  This only serves to whet the devil’s appetite. Nothing so stimulates the devil’s appetite as the discovery of another appetite.  

The Second Temptation

Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world.  And the devil said to him, “To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please.  If you then will worship me, it will all be yours.”  Jesus answered him, “It is written,

‘Worship the Lord your God,

    and serve only him.’”   (4:5-8; italics mine)

I would first like to note some of the differences of Luke’s passage with Matthew.  First, Matthew has the kingdom offer as the third and not the second temptation, interrupting any dramatic continuity between this episode and the first.  Keeping Jesus and Satan separate, at arm’s length, would not be out of character for Matthew.  He has as Jesus’ first words after hearing the devil’s offer, “Away with you Satan, for it is written…” (Matt. 4:10), words that unmistakably convey opposition to the devil’s offer.  It is only in Luke that the italicized phrase above appears.  This phrase, “for it has been given over to me and I give it to anyone I please,” could be said to serve as the devil’s property deed.  Matthew omits the phrase and has Jesus respond to the devil’s offer of the kingdoms with an antagonistic dismissal of the devil’s claim, as we have seen.

I want to suggest that the best way to read Luke’s version is to accept that the devil has made an offer to give something to Jesus that has already been given to him; 2), Jesus has listened to that offer and considered it legitimate, specifically the claim to have “all the kingdoms of the world” to give as well as the right to choose to make disposition of them; and 3) Jesus has suggested, actually reminded, the devil that the best place to carry through on his offer of giving is to give it to God.  

The best support for my interpretation can be found in the antecedent self-contained passage in Deuteronomy that concludes with Jesus’ response to the devil:

10 
Now it shall be

          WhenYHWH your God brings you to the land that he swore to your Fathers, to Avraham, to Yitzhak, and to Yaakov, to give you

   towns great and good that you did not build,
11
Houses full of every good thing that you did not fill,


Cisterns hewn out that you did not hew,


Vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant,


And you eat and are satisfied,

12
Take-you-care,


Lest you forget YHWH,


Who brought you out … out of a house of serfs,

13
YHWH your God you are to hold in awe,


Him you are to serve,


By his name you are to swear.        (Deut. 6; italics mine)
 

Jesus response to the devil’s offer is a quotation of verse 13.  The preceding verses of Deuteronomy describe an extraordinary act of giving.  They also recognize, at the end of verse 11, that the act of giving will inevitably result in a moment of crisis for the relationship from which the giving originates. When you eat and are satisfied – the sense seems to be “having eaten your fill”
—then at that very moment you are at risk, you must ‘take-you-care.’ Not eating and apparent dis-satisfaction had provided the occasion for the dramatic conflict of the first temptation and led to the temptations of the second.    Deuteronomy locates this time of peril, it is worth noting, at the very period we have identified as the historical parallel of both Israel’s then contemporary situation and the temptation setting: balanced between Exodus/Exile and the entry into the Promised Land. In the second temptation Jesus is positioned within this Lukan drama to play the role that “take-you-care,” which is prescribed by our transition verse, fulfills structurally in Deuteronomy.

How is it that you are to “take care” at this time of crisis?  In the simplest sense, you must not allow what one has been given to cause one to lose sight of the ‘giver,’ YHWH himself.  Verses 12 and 13 can be rephrased “Hold not to what you have, but hold God in awe.”  In effect, the verse is saying, do not let what you have been given through the relationship compromise the relationship.

I commented earlier that in the second temptation we see the increase of the devil’s desire.  How is it that the devil’s appetite can increase?  What is it he can lack, since he obviously has so very much: “… all the kingdoms of the world” are his, he assures us.  In Matthew, Jesus and the devil concentrate on a view of the kingdoms from a mountain vista with all the clarity such a perspective offers (Matt 4:8).  In Luke it is only for “an instant” that the actual kingdoms are in view.  We have the devil referring to his possessions so often the actual kingdoms are blurred behind the cloud of his possessiveness.  The desirability of the devil’s possessions blurs into the desirability of his desire. The devil’s every effort is focused on getting Jesus to desire the devil’s desire.  The devil’s desire to be worshiped is the surfacing of an appetite that can only be satisfied by another appetite.  Luke has given us a textbook demonstration of the cloud of mimetic possession and the reality of mimetic desire.

           Luke may or may not have been a student of mimetic desire.  He was a witness to the abundant faithfulness of God, and a student of what disposition of man would place him in the most intimate relationship to that God. He has twice in the temptation narrative given the same answer.  If you have nothing, then take away even more so that you can have abundantly.  If you have been given much, give it all away so that you can receive.  Luke has identified as the very heart of the right relationship to God the Deuteronomic affirmation of the desire of God and the discovery of the wayward desire of man.  That was the gift that was received during Israel’s affliction in the Wilderness. To become a “you-are,” you are “to serve him” (Deut. 13 rearranged).  Jesus has yoked himself to the Deuteronomic relationship.  Fidelity to Deuteronomy is at the heart of Jesus’ effort to offer the devil guidance, even relationship.  Matthew will observe that this same fidelity is one of the cornerstones of Jesus’ later ministry: “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me” (Matt. 11:29).  Accepting – as if receiving a gift- and becoming a “serve-him you-are” is to yoke yourself to God, to know yourself as the work of another. 

The devil, by contrast, holds his possessions in awe --“…their glory and all this authority”—and is insistent upon maintaining his own disposition towards these possessions, the most precious of which to him are the appetites that surround him.  The next temptation will begin to give a hint of the ultimate outcome of that disposition.  The third temptation makes an explicit reference to the Passion.  It “refers” to the Passion as “an opportune time.”  Jesus has been treating the Temptation episodes as an opportune time for the devil.  By insisting upon framing his own opportune time the devil will set in motion a string of events where, irony of ironies, his assertion of ownership and opportunity to give will be fulfilled. The devil will indeed ultimately “hand over”. But obviously “none of the rulers of this age understood this; for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory.” (I Cor. 2:8).

A Hypothesis

It is no surprise that the “rulers of the age” mis-understood Jesus’ identity.  The great problem of this problematic age was to understand and fulfill Jewish identity.  If the age’s answers to that problem left Jesus unsatisfied, then Jesus was likely to remain incomprehensible to the age.  The devil may have even been gratified by their misunderstanding and included it in his calculations: the greater Jesus’ isolation then the more likely Jesus can be convinced to take matters into his own hands. The third temptation is not the devil’s last all-or-nothing chance to entrap Jesus.  It will be the devil’s most opportune time, during this encounter at least, to convince Jesus that he alone is in control of his identity and his destiny.

 N. T. Wright offers a useful summary of the identities that were available to a Jew of first-century Palestine:

With a certain oversimplification we can trace easily enough the three options open to Jews in Jesus day…. First the quietist and ultimately dualist option, taken by the writers of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran:  separate yourself from the wicked world and wait for whatever God is going to do.  Second, the compromise option taken by Herod:  build yourself fortresses and palaces, get along with your political bosses as well as you can, do as well out of it as you can, and hope that God will validate it somehow.  Third, the zealot option [among whom Wright includes the Pharisees]: …say your prayers, sharpen your swords, make yourselves holy to fight a holy war, and God will give you a military victory that will also be the theological victory of good over evil, of God over the hordes of darkness, of the Son of Man over the Monsters.

I would like to suggest that the temptation story provides a Lukan synopsis of Jesus’ encounters with these three identities which characterized first-century Palestinian Jews, with an emphasis on the Essene-like community at Qumran.  For instance, the Qumran community believed they should be separate from the world and removed themselves to the desert. Jesus, of course, immediately after his baptism by John in the Jordan, enters the Wilderness. If Jesus was baptized by John at Bethabara (considered one of the two most likely baptismal locations), then Jesus entered the Wilderness in very close proximity to Qumran.
 I began by showing that Jesus may be in the wilderness as an outcast.  The Essenes viewed themselves as the elect; this has as its corollary that there are the non-elect. This paradigm became the most intense in the expulsion of former members.  The expelled ones became like outcasts, a life-threatening position to be in for one who had sworn to eat no food except that of the Essene community.
  The devil comes upon Jesus in just such a life-threatening situation.   We also saw how Luke linked Jesus to Adam, e.g., the genealogical kinship which Luke elaborates immediately prior to Jesus entering the desert. Consider Luke’s juxtapositions alongside this self-reflection from Qumran:  “…to the penitents of the desert…to whom all the glory of Adam shall belong…”

 Almost no imaginative effort is required to see the affinity between accepting the devil’s second temptation offer to Jesus of kingdoms and the choice represented by Wright’s “compromise option” of entering into power-sharing relationships with the Romans, as Herod and the Jerusalem priests chose to do.  For the average first-century Jew it would have taken no imagination whatsoever to conclude that the devil had been given the kingdoms of the world:  the too visible presence of too many Romans was proof enough. All that remained was to exchange the right Jewish leader for the wrong Roman ones, a trade the devil for his part appears willing to make.

 The Essenes had two beliefs that would complicate leading an Essene sympathizer to the temple. They considered the current temple illegitimate and refused to participate in the temple cult.
 And while the Essenes’ “…looked forward to a dramatic change in the future, …the eschaton,”
 which would lead to God’s return, with a new temple to follow, they also followed a praxis which did not allow active revolt.
  If the devil did first encounter Jesus in an Essene setting then the devil had to be especially pleased with the opportunity Jesus gave them to leave the desert by being willing to be shown “the world.”  The devil’s practical problem, now that the temple is in sight, is to find a way to have Jesus jump at the opportunity for “dramatic change” that is waiting for him near the temple, where a party of insurrection is waiting for the opportunity for its own eschaton.   

But there arose no further prophet in Israel like Moses,

                              Whom YHWH knew face to face

 The third temptation can seem bizarre.  As if its near-continuous awkwardness were not frustration enough, there is also the failure of most interpretations to explain the prominence in the story of the phrase “you will not dash your foot against a stone” (4:11). This is perhaps the signature Girardian phrase,
 and to let it pass without explanation is as incomplete an account of this temptation as a portrait of Mae West would be that doesn’t explain “Why don’t you come up and see me sometime?” 
Luke continues his account…      

The devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written,

He will command his angels, concerning you,

to protect you,’

  And


            On their hands they will bear you up,



so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”

 Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the lord your God to the test.’”  When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time.    (Luke 4: 9-13)

While it is not entirely clear what Jesus would receive by accepting the devil’s offer, it is becomes clear later what acceptance here would have made it possible to avoid. By rejecting this opportunity Jesus will later find himself in the demonic grip of a different “opportune time:”

Then Satan entered into Judas…and began to look for an opportunity to betray him….suddenly a crowd came and the one called Judas … was leading them…. When those who were around him saw what was coming, they asked, “Lord, should we strike with the sword?  Then one of them struck the slave of the high priest and cut off his right ear.  But Jesus said, “No more of this!”…. Jesus said to the chief priests…”When I was with you day after day in the temple, you did not lay hands on me.  But this is your hour, and the hour of darkness.”  Then they seized him and led him away, bringing him into the high priest’s house.  (22:47-54)

The following outline should help to make the structural parallels clear:  

	Temptation

I.A. He will command his angels, concerning you, to protect you.                   

I.B. On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone, i.e., so that no offense is taken at you. 
	Arrest

II.A. Those who were around him…asked, “Lord, should we strike with the sword?”…But Jesus said, “No more of this!”

II.B. “…day after day…you did not lay hands on me. But this is your hour.” They seized him and led him away …(in order to find an offense to charge him with)


I have added the clarifying clause ‘so that no offense is taken at you.’  The word Luke uses, proskope, translated in the NRSV as “dashing your foot against a stone,” is better translated “an occasion for taking offense.”
 ‘Taking offense’ to Jesus almost literally describes what occurs at the betrayal, arrest, and crucifixion.

Jesus responds to the devil’s offer say by quoting once again from Deuteronomy: “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test,’”    But while we as readers of the entire gospel know what the structural successor to the third temptation will be – an arrest that leads to the Cross-- we do not yet know here what the third temptation is or why it represents a temptation at all.  The presence of the devil, as we saw in the first two temptations, is not enough to identify an option as a temptation and disqualify it as a choice.  

Our best guide to the temptation is to rely upon Jesus’ insight into the situation.  Jesus quotes from the Deuteronomic injunction that was derived from the Wilderness incident at Meribath-Kadesh, where Moses intervened to relieve a life-threatening thirst for Israel and a life threatening crisis for him by striking a rock and bringing forth water (Ex. 17:1-7).  This incident had left a stain because Israel had asked, in the words of Moses, “Is the Lord among us or not?”  In other words, Israel had doubted the presence of God, and Moses himself was not without blame in addressing Israel’s doubt.

The situation poised by the devil would now seem to be fairly easy to understand.  If we begin with Jesus’ answer, and keeping in mind that in the Deuteronomic context “testing God” means doubting his presence,  the devil appears to have placed Jesus in a risky situation and then challenged Jesus to ignore the risk and jump, Jesus’ willingness to jump being the sign that Jesus trusts God is present to protect him.

Why does Jesus not “throw himself down…here?”  The devil is offering Jesus an opportunity, an occasion to visibly accomplish something, if only Jesus will “throw himself down.” But this is a very hard “throw” to catch the meaning of.  We have considered the possibility of it simply meaning jump, “jump” being a one-word summation of “throwing yourself off a cliff.” Jumping though would represent, if anything, the consequence following upon a decision, not the act of choice itself.  Luke is clearly focused on Jesus’ intentionality. 

The verb “throwing” as it is used here does have the quality of intentionality we would expect.  If we examine the Greek text we find that ballo, here bale, is predominantly a verb of intentional, directed throwing, as in throwing one thing at another with a goal in mind. Seauton, yourself, is in the accusative, indicating the object thrown.  The object thrown has to be first chosen and then taken in hand.  The phrase bale seauton, given the accusative case of seauton and the transitive nature of bale, could easily be translated “Decide upon yourself, and throw.”  Luke is referring in principle to the pitcher whose decision about what pitch to throw is crucial. The act of throwing in which the pitcher’s choice becomes embodied is the origin of every play.

Who is the “yourself” that is to be decided upon? It is not as simple a question as it seems.  A better question would be “What is your-self?”  Seauton, once again, is in the accusative.  Seauton’s accusative case tells us that it occupies a grammatical spot, the accusative case where what is thrown is named, that could be occupied by another, i.e., something else could be thrown. The only constant is throwing, which is really choosing.  We still do not know what the devil’s strategy is, but whatever it is it seems to depend upon keeping hidden that there is a choice involved.  The better other possibilities are kept hidden, the more likely that Jesus will agree with the devil that “your-self” is the thing to “throw.” Since telling someone what their “your-self” is can provide such good camouflage for keeping the possibility of other opportunities/choices out of sight, “yourself” can offer ample opportunities for the devil to practice the deceptions that are his stock-in-trade. Even though choosing “yourself” seemed straightforward, it was not.  Choosing “yourself” in fact represents a crucial choice. 

Near the end of the chapter in which the temptation story occurs Luke, in another departure from Matthew, has a story remarkable for the transparency it brings to the very type of problem we have in the temptation.  Whereas the devil had suggested that Jesus “throw” himself down, in this story a demon must throw down the man he is possessing because Jesus has ordered him to “…Be silent and come out of him.”  The story gives us insight not only into what “throwing down” may mean, but also how it may have a role in the putting together, or the taking apart, of a man’s self:

 In the synagogue there was a man who had the spirit of an unclean demon, and he cried out with a loud voice, “Let us alone!  What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth?  Have you come to destroy us?  I know who you are, the Holy One of God.”  But Jesus rebuked him, saying, “Be silent, and come out of him!”  When the demon had thrown him down before them, he came out of him without having done him any harm. (4:33-35) emphasis mine.

Luke has a delightful literary touch that supports an exegetical link between these two stories. Bale, the manner of throwing in the temptation, is intentional, directed, as if one were throwing a spear at a target.   The throwing in the casting out /healing is hripsan, which is much more a “throwing about” or “casting away,” with nuances suggesting, e.g., a soldier throwing away his weapons to hasten his retreat, or, in this story, a demon losing control of that over which just a few seconds earlier seemed to be enough his that he could use it as a part of his self.

What the demon has experienced as enough his that he can use as a part of his self is the very thing the possessed man seems to experience as “his-self” since “he” appears to have been submerged by being possessed.  The demon knows that he and the man may be joined in one identity now, but he also knows that they are distinct, that they can be separated from one another, and that at least one of them is capable of returning to “him-self.” The critical factor in the demon’s self-identification appears to be whether he can speak as a crowd or is forced to speak to an individual.   This explains the demon’s change from “…destroy us” to “I know…” when talking about himself to Jesus (4:34).  What the demon has known all along becomes objectively clear to the people of Capernaum only with Jesus in their midst:  the self can harbor an intruder astute enough to the ways of the self to present itself as the self.  Where at the point we first entered the story there appeared to be only one man, there were in fact three selves: the man-with-demon, the demon, and the man.  Their unity and their distinctness crystallized side-by-side and instantaneously in that infinitesimal moment that they were thrown down into.

Let us return to the third temptation and see if this schematic Luke has laid out is of any use in understanding the devil’s scheme.  After bringing Jesus to where he wants him, the pinnacle of the temple, the devil then immediately introduces the exact kind of triad Jesus uncovered in the healing/exorcism we have just examined: “you”; “Son of God”; and the identity we have been treating as elusive, “yourself.”   By itself “yourself” appears innocuous, just as the devil’s proposal centered on “you and Son of God” seems straightforward. Jesus either is or is not the Son, and if he is, either he will or will not jump.  Whatever he decides, it would seem obvious enough that Jesus’ decision comes down to following an ethical guideline, not making a personal decision about how he will get along in the world. But, for comparison, does the possessed man face an ethical decision or a personal problem?

We know from seeing the means by which a person’s identity can be corrupted that Jesus’ decision is entirely about personhood.  We see it again in the devil’s attempt to insinuate that to be “yourself” you only need to let the “Son of God” come into “you,” just as for the man the “demon” had gone into “him,” leaving “himself” divided.   But the devil, skilled in seduction as he is, waits to introduce the real opportunity with which he is trying to seduce Jesus.  The first mention of “Son of God” was a generality, meant to whet the appetite.  Now the devil pulls out a picture of what Jesus can have:  “He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you” (4:10).  

Let’s concentrate on what this sentence clearly is. It is a more developed effort by the devil to get Jesus to accede in the devil’s primary aim, to get this flesh-and-blood Jesus (“you”) to accept into himself the “Son of God” and become the self-possessed (“yourself”) self that will throw itself down.  Like a good salesman, the devil keeps the pressure on Jesus by non-stop pressure; notice how he entices by doubling the “you.”  This “you” is clearly his ‘customer.’  The promised benefactor “he” is also doubled: “He” will do this for “you,” as will “his” agents do this for “you.”  Clearly, the devil wants to focus Jesus on what this “he” can do. This is nothing new; the temptations to this point could be renamed “the devil trying to convince Jesus what he can do.”  

There is one character that fulfills the requirement of being both a benefactor for Jesus and an appeal to Jesus’ ego: the Son of God.  The devil is not focused on convincing Jesus of the benefits of being the Son of God.  He is determined to convince Jesus that being the Son of God makes it possible for Jesus to be his own benefactor.  

To help us understand how crucial having the right attitude towards sonship is in this story we can turn to another story focused on sonship and relationship to the father, Luke’s story of the prodigal son and his father.  The younger son already enjoys, as heir, the use of his property, which Luke names ousia, his being.  The only concession he must make toward his property/his being, as Jean-Luc Marion has elegantly pointed out, is that he must acknowledge that he receives the property as a gift, through another, the father.
    This though is the very concession the son is not prepared to make.  He is not content with just the use of property to be his; he wants his ousia, his being, to be his own.  The son is not satisfied by being able to enjoy the property, the ousia the father shares with him.  Only having his being to dispose of by himself will satisfy the prodigal.  

The devil is urging Jesus to follow the same road to satisfaction that the prodigal had gone down.  The temptation we normally face in reading the third temptation is to assume that the “he” with whom the devil entices Jesus by quoting Scripture is God.  Ironically, by reading the temptation this way we make Jesus’ faithfulness to the Father the same as the faithfulness of the elder son to their father.  The elder son is proud because he limited his exposure to temptation.  What he failed to realize was that he was also limiting his enjoyment of his father’s generosity.  The devil wanted to position Jesus to be one of these two sons. But Jesus would not take his Sonship in hand as if it were purely his to dispose of as he chooses.  Jesus hears the Father speak to him as the prodigal’s father had spoken to his sons:  “Son, you are with me always, and all that is mine is yours” (15:31).  For this Son there will be no question of the presence of God.

We have seen how crucial this decision about sonship is.  But why does the devil use this setting, the pinnacle of the temple, and this offer, the immunity provided by being the Son of God to “stumbling”, to do his testing.  There must be something in the larger setting that would potentially make Jesus more willing to give in to the devil’s desire to corrupt the son’s Sonship.

From the pinnacle where the devil had “placed him” Jesus would see Israel still in exile.  There was at least one other figure in Israel’s history that had been brought to a pinnacle to look upon an Israel not yet in the Promised Land.  God had ordered Moses to the top of Mount Nebo, from which the Promised Land could be seen, but would allow Moses to go no further:  “Although you may view the land from a distance, you may not enter it….” (Deut. 32:52)


Why was Moses not being allowed to cross over into the Promised Land?  In fact, his situation was much more drastic than not being allowed to accompany the people.” God tells Moses that “…you shall die there on that mountain that you ascend.”  God had ordered Moses to ascend the mountain.  The unmistakable implication is that God in some way passed judgment on Moses’ death, if just how is lost in vagueness. God though is explicit in telling Moses what Moses’ sin was: “…you broke faith-with me/ in the midst of the Children of Israel/ at the waters of Merivat Kadesh…/because you did not treat-me-as-holy/ in the midst of the Children of Israel/ …you shall see the land/ but there you shall not enter… (Deut. 31: 51, 52)
  


Why would Moses’ punishment be so much greater than that of the people he led?  Their sin would, if anything, appear to be greater than Moses.  Every incident in the Wilderness seems to have the form of Moses as a beleaguered leader responding to the “testing” the people continually fall into.  But God appears tender towards the people; twice he calls them “children” even as he sends Moses up the mountain to his death. What could Moses have done that God will not forget; how did Moses “break faith” and fail to “treat-God-as-holy?”

The third Exodus temptation begins as normal.  The people find themselves in a perilous situation and almost immediately begin to doubt that they are in God’s care:  “The people quarreled with Moses/…give us water that we may drink.” (Ex. 17:1)  What happens next does not follow the form of the previous temptations. Moses responds to the people with “For what do you quarrel with me?  For what do you test Yahweh?”  (17:2) Moses has equated quarreling with him with testing God.
   Our own temptation is to give Moses the benefit of the doubt and assume he is cautioning against testing and mentions himself only to add emphasis.  But the Deuteronomic judgment forces us to accept that Moses has come dangerously close to considering himself the face of God. At Mara, the first Wilderness temptation, when the people complained of the bitter water, Moses had cried out to God, but he did not put himself before God among the people. (Ex. 15:24-25) God had already decided upon his response to the peoples’ grumblings in Sinai before he ever spoke with Moses (Ex. 16: 2-8). Now here at Massah Moses has the confidence of “his” past successes; he is no longer empty-handed in the presence of God. 

God does not intervene, and the people redouble their complaints against Moses.  Moses suddenly loses his confidence.  His focus becomes the people’s quarrel with him, and Moses starts to fear for his life:  “What shall I do with this people? / A little more and they will stone me!” (17:4). 

We immediately see that Moses has let fear for his life compromise his witness to the presence of God, but Moses’ and Israel’s crisis is much more desperate than this.  Israel is on the verge of stoning Moses.  This is a much more lethal threat to the journey to the Promised Land than a simple crisis in leadership relationships.  If the people were to stone Moses then there is enormous risk that the stoning of Moses would be the new source of the peoples’ cohesion.  They would no longer be the people of the Promised Land.  The people of Israel would have become the people gathered around Moses’ grave, peace would descend on this turbulent group, and Moses would be dangerously close to being regarded as a divinity.   This lost “opportunity” may be one of the great triumphs of God’s forming of his people.  Deuteronomy refers to this triumph in a way that we easily overlook:  “Moses was buried in a valley in the land of Moab …but no one knows his burial place to this day.” (34:6, NRSV).  Moses’ solitary death and lost grave may represent one of the great triumphs, as well as the great tragedy of Deuteronomy.  In any case, Deuteronomy regards the crisis at Massah as a time of such momentous importance that it ties Moses’ fate to it.

If we return to Jesus’ temptation we recall that the devil regarded it as so momentous for Jesus that speaking of it properly required the devil to make promises for Jesus’ fate.  If we think about Moses as we listen to the devil’s promises to Jesus, it suddenly sounds as if the devil has designed his promises to allay concerns very like those the fateful crisis of Moses would bring to mind. Where Moses had found himself in danger of being stoned, the devil assures Jesus “that angels… (will) protect you,” that Jesus will not even have to risk “…dash(ing) [his] foot against a stone.”   In fact, Jesus can circumvent the possibility of this risk even existing.  Moses had had to trust in the presence of God in order to make his way in the Wilderness.  When the people made a sudden claim on Moses, demanding what only the presence of God could provide, Moses found himself in a precarious situation.  The devil tells Jesus that as the Son of God he runs no such risk, because as the son he has the right to demand his ousia from his Father and cut the tie of dependence on the Father.  


The third temptation, and with it all three temptations, now comes into focus.  From Mount Nebo, as he approached his own death, Moses looked out on a people about to enter the Promised Land, but at great cost to himself.  From the pinnacle of the temple Jesus looks out on an Israel once again in exile, waiting for a new leader to lead the return to the new Israel, but at an unknown cost. The devil has his answer ready:  “For the Son of God, at no cost.” The devil concentrates Jesus’ attention on both the plight and promise of Israel, and the wonderful future that awaits Jesus, at no cost to himself, if only Jesus will take himself as Son of God in hand and “throw himself down.”  But this son is not tempted by the seduction of ending the Exile, because he already knows ‘the Father is with him always and all that the Father has is his’.  Talk of exile can only be a fiction, another seduction from the seducer.   
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