JESUS AND THE QUESTION: WHO IS ISRAEL?
Part 4 A Wilderness Answer

The wilderness was an essential part of Israel’s testing. Now that Jesus has been identified as Israel, He too must be tested. The test involves the basic question whether as God’s Son He will love God with all His heart, soul and strength (Deuteronomy 6:5). Will Jesus be faithful to the covenant God made with Israel and perfectly keep God’s commandments? To answer that question the Holy Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted as Israel had been. Jesus relives Israel’s wilderness experience to ‘know what was in (his) heart’ (Deuteronomy 8:2).
The story of the wilderness testing follows immediately after God’s public declaration that Jesus is His Son, Israel’s king, and the one who takes Israel’s place. As obedient Israel, the Israel who is well-pleasing to God, Jesus is brought by the Spirit into the wilderness. The character of the temptations has this common element ‘If you are son of God …’ (Matthew 4:3,6), where ‘if’ carries the same meaning as ‘since’ (‘since you are the son of God …’).

Jesus fasts forty days and nights, picturing the forty years of Israel’s wandering in the wilderness (Deuteronomy 8:2). Just as Israel underwent testing before entering the Promised Land, so Jesus undergoes a similar period of testing before the kingdom can appear in and through His ministry. The temptations Jesus encounters in the wilderness are identical to Israel’s wilderness temptations but Jesus’ responses are different. He rejects each temptation quoting a text from Deuteronomy 6 and 8 (which is part of Moses’ lengthy message in which he rehearses Israel’s failing during the wandering in the wilderness and uses that history to encourage obedient living when Israel enters the Promised Land). Jesus must be tempted as Israel had once been tempted to see whether He is in fact obedient Israel, the Son with whom the father is well-pleased.
The first temptation is focused on how the true child of God must live. The child of God lives by the Word of God, both from the revealed and written Word of God and from the word of God’s command by which He supplies the necessities of life. Living from ‘every word that comes from the mouth of God’ reflects undivided, wholehearted trust in God for everything. The gift of manna in the wilderness had been intended to teach such a lesson but it was a lesson Israel never understood (Deuteronomy 8:3). Instead the Israelites saw manna as miracle bread, as a substitute for the bread they used to make in Egypt (and a poor substitute at that). But eating manna was intended by God as a confession that ‘man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord’ (Deuteronomy 8:3). Jesus understood this. He obeyed God perfectly, trusting Him wholeheartedly for the provisions of life. This is how obedient Israel lives in the world.
The second temptation involved testing God to see whether He is faithful in keeping His covenant promises. A reversal of testing like this is wrong. God tests His children to see what is in their hearts (Deuteronomy 8:2) but His children are not to test Him in like manner. Such testing amounts to unbelief, a lack of trust, an implicit denial of God’s faithfulness. If Jesus was to act on Satan’s suggestion to throw Himself down from the temple, even if He did so on the basis of God’s covenantal promises (Psalm 91:11f), His action would be motivated by unbelief, by a failure to trust the faithfulness of God in His life. This is how Israel had tested God in the wilderness. The people needed water, complained against Moses and ‘tested the Lord saying, “Is the Lord among us or not?”’ (Exodus 17:7). They no longer believed the Lord was with them and demanded some evidence that God had not forsaken them. Satan suggests that Jesus demand similar visible evidence of the presence and faithfulness of God. But as true Israel, Jesus knows the commandment ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test’ (Matthew 4:7; Deuteronomy 6:16). God’s commandments through Moses are faithfully kept by Jesus. He demonstrates that He is ready even to lose His life rather than by some desperate act, to challenge God to save Him. Jesus continues to live as the Israel with whom God is well-pleased.

The third temptation asks Jesus to achieve control of the world by worshipping God’s rival. Had Jesus bowed down and worshipped Satan, He would have been doing what Israel did after entering the Promised Land. There the Israelites worshipped Baal because they thought Baal was the source of their prosperity (Hosea 2). They ignored the warning that worshipping the gods of the land would lead not to possession of the land but to losing it. The Promised Land and its prosperity were gifts from the God who brought Israel out of the land of Egypt. Israel was obligated to serve Him alone (Deuteronomy 6:10-15). As God’s obedient Son Jesus knew this promise and its condition, that by serving and worshipping God alone He would inherit the world and its kingdom as a gift from God (Matthew 28:18). World sovereignty had been promised to Israel and Israel’s king, and Jesus is on the pathway to achieving it.
In the temptations Jesus relived Israel’s wilderness experiences, but where Israel failed, Jesus succeeded. By being tested Jesus proved Himself faithful to God, and God, without being tested, proved Himself faithful to His Son. So Satan’s defeat had been sealed. What had to precede the arrival of God’s kingdom had itself been set in place. Jesus had proved that He loved God with all His heart, soul and strength. The promises once given to Israel can now be fulfilled.
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