
The Beasts Within 
 

Jesus is led into the wilderness and faces three temptations – one to 
perform the miracle of changing a stone into a loaf of bread presumably 
to feed the hungry multitudes,  
 another to bow down to the devil, with the promise of glory and 
 power over all the kingdoms of the earth as a result,  
  and the third to throw himself from the pinnacle of the temple 
  to land unharmed protected by the angels  
– but he swerved each temptation and was thereby ready to begin his 
ministry.     
   

There’s the story.  Every first Sunday of Lent starts with one of the three 
Gospel accounts of the temptations, so we are quite familiar with the 
story by this stage.               
 

Three temptations are a gift for traditional preachers who want three-
point sermons, so sermons on the story often drill down into each 
temptation looking at the significance of each for Jesus and his mission,  
 sometimes applying each in turn to temptations the modern 
 church might face  
  and often applying each in turn to the difficulties individual  
  Christians encounter in their discipleship. 
But today I want to take an overview of this narrative as a story that 
teaches us about reading the Bible, discerning God and understanding 
ourselves. 
 

The temptations of Jesus as told by Luke test the credulity of the 
average modern reader because the account uses exclusively spiritual 
and mythological language.  Jesus doesn’t simply go into the desert:  the 
spirit leads him there.  And the temptations are actualised in the form of 
a personified devil leading Jesus around and addressing him in open 
conversation.  Modern people would expect this to have been an 
interiorised conversation as Jesus’s conscience wrestles with his 
temptations to follow an easier course.   There is little doubt that Jesus, 
as fully human, was tempted in every way as we are,  
 tempted at both his weak points and his strong points,  
  tempted where he feels vulnerable and exposed and   
  tempted where he feels strong  and proud,  



but there is every reason to think that this is formulated account of a 
very private affair.  Who else could have been there to see?  Are these 
verses Luke’s supposition of what happened within Jesus, perhaps over 
a period of time and perhaps recurring at various stages throughout his 
ministry – at Caesarea Philippi and in Gethsemane in particular?  Are 
these verses a way of imagining something that is common to us all, an 
inner psychological struggle?       
 

We need not read this historically,  
 we need not read it literally,  
  but we must read it for the truth it carries.  
You can think of the bible as a history book if you like;  
 we can think of the bible as scripture;  
  but if we are truly to find the Word of God in the words on its 
   pages we can think of the Bible as a looking glass,  
first with a wide lens to show us God,  
 then as a microscope focussing down on the life of Christ who 
 shows us God in a particular way,  
  and finally as a mirror reflecting back on us and showing us  
  ourselves as we really are.    
 

First, the bigger picture of God and its relation to the microscope 
focused on Jesus.  What this desert scene shows is something other than 
what appears at first sight.  At first sight what appears is a strong man 
up against and beating down tough temptation.  Each temptation 
begins, “If you are the Son of God…” but beyond that first sight, and 
beyond the tempter’s challenging opening words each time, lies the 
possibility that this episode is more about the full humanity of Christ 
than his divinity.  
 

In the first two hundred years of Christianity, the debate that occupied 
the church was a debate over who Jesus was.  At first there were some 
who argued that Jesus was God who only appeared, only pretended, to 
be human, a god walking the earth as if a man.  But soon, against this 
heresy, a formula was agreed that is now enshrined in our creeds that 
Jesus was God from God, light from light, true God from true God, 
begotten not made, of one Being with the Father.  But at the same time 
Jesus was a man and fully, perfectly human. He was what Bishop John 
Robinson called, ‘the human face of God.’   



 

When I read accounts of Jesus’s temptations I see the humanness of 
Jesus, tested, stretched and examined as Jesus wrestles with his 
conscience and the beasts within, and I see the extent to which God was 
prepared to go for our sakes, emptying himself of all divinity but love.      
 

The Bible, especially here, turns a mirror on us.  We, who in one of our 
often-sung hymns appeal to God for help because “our foes are ever 
near us around us and within,” see ourselves in this desert scene.     
 

Paul Reid is a young Scottish artist who in 2014 made a striking picture.  
Entitled ‘Stranded on the island of Circe’ the picture concerns a Greek 
story in which Circe is a goddess who turns Odysseus’s men into wild 
beasts. In the painting, one stranded, ship-wrecked sailor, tattered and 
torn, has a lion’s head, and it reminds me of Frederick the Great’s 
saying that every man has a wild beast within him.       
 

In the Lent talks of 2018 I speculated about what it is that makes us 
truly human, what distinguishes us from other animals, and I could go 
on speculating because anthropologists have not yet reached a 
conclusion about the driving force that made us human, what kept us 
akin to, but separate from, other apes and our evolutionary cousins such 
as the Neanderthals.   
 

This story of Jesus suggests we are closer to the animals than we 
sometimes think.  It shows us our inner beasts.  When the thirst for 
power takes over us, the wily wolf and proud peacock within emerge to 
help us win our way;   
 when the red mist of anger rises in a traffic jam, the inner 
 aggressive lion roars;   
  when we feel belittled or threatened, the worm of worry  
  gnaws away at our souls;  
and in the conduct of some of our relationships we allow the cunning 
snake scope to manipulate and squirm.  We cannot understand 
ourselves as purely or perfectly human, for an animal instinct lingers 
within our evolutionary selves.   
   

That gives us reason for the practice of self-examination in Lent.  
Discipleship is a pilgrimage not an achieved arrival; it’s a programme of 
growth and development towards Christlikeness, a series of 



evolutionary steps towards being fully human, so paying some attention 
to the archetypal pilgrim’s hymn is appropriate where John Bunyan 
boldly states that hobgoblin nor foul fiend can daunt our spirit and, 
pertinently for the images of this sermon, no lion can us fright. 
 

In these few moments together, we have thought of the bible as a 
looking glass – a wide angle lens that shows us God’s bigger picture,  
 the microscope that focuses our eyes on Jesus  
  and the mirror that shows us ourselves  
– and, in case any aspects of that have been in any way disturbing, I 
conclude with the slightly adapted words of Corrie ten Boom who 
helped many Jews escape the Nazi holocaust, and who in the 1960s and 
70s became a popular and celebrated Christian writer: 
She said,  
 If you look at the world you may be  distressed;   
 if you look within you may be depressed;  
 but if you look at Christ you will be at rest.  
 

 

 

 

 

 


