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Several years ago there was an experiment which took place in a popular gym among 

about six hundred people. The experiment was about trying to figure out how music affected 

people’s willingness to do acts of kindness. Now, to do this study the experimenters first 

decided to play songs for a different group of people and ask them to say whether they found 

the songs to be enjoyable and uplifting on one hand or annoying and irritating on the other. 

Well, once they had this data at hand, the experimenters then took a couple of hours one day 

in the gym to play the music described as enjoyable and uplifting over the gym loudspeakers, 

and then later they played the music described as annoying or irritating. Now, during both of 

these times, the 600 or so people who used the gym had to pass a table to sign up for some 

charity. The charity’s work was to help the homeless or the hungry or something like that, I 

don’t recall what. But what I do know is that everyone who passed the table was asked to do 

two things. The first was a low-cost task. What I mean is not much worked was being asked on 

behalf of the charity and the second was a high-cost task, in other words a lot more was being 

asked. The low-cost task was to ask each of the 600 people to sign a petition on behalf of the 

charity, and the high-cost task was to ask the same people to take some time volunteering to 

distribute the charity’s leaflets. So now, I’ve given you the background, so what do you think 

happened? What do you think the results were? Well, you might be pleased to know of those 

600 people who heard the two different types of music, there wasn’t much difference when it 

came to the low-cost task. Most all of them agreed to sign a petition on behalf of the charity. 

But when it came to the high-cost task, things got interesting, because the two groups couldn’t 
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have been more different. Almost all of those who heard the uplifting and enjoyable music 

agreed to hand out leaflets for the charity, but almost none of those who heard the annoying 

and irritating music did.  

Well, maybe you find these results surprising and maybe you don’t. But I am sure that all of 

us know that people act differently when they are annoyed than when they are in a good 

mood. They act differently when they are hungry than when their bellies are full. They act 

differently when their dependence on nicotine and caffeine have been satisfied than when they 

haven’t had a cigarette or a cup of coffee in a while. They act differently when they are fatigued 

and sleep deprived than when their well-rested. They act differently when they’re sick than 

when they’re feeling healthy. And as we know from living in Ohio, they act differently when all 

they’ve seen are clouds and snow for months than when the sun is shining. And what do we say 

when we find ourselves acting differently in these cases. Well, you know what we say. We say I 

wasn’t myself at that time. So let’s say you were one of these six hundred people in that gym 

and you heard the irritating music playing. You were annoyed, so you didn’t sign up to hand out 

leaflets to help the homeless or the hungry. But the next day let’s say the charity still had the 

table set up and this time you heard the upbeat, enjoyable music . And so today when you pass 

the table you say, “You know what, I’m sorry for how I acted yesterday, but there was all this 

annoying music playing and I was in a bad mood, so I wasn’t myself. I wasn’t myself. In other 

words what I’m saying is that what I did yesterday doesn’t really count. It doesn’t count what I 

did when I was annoyed or tired or hungry, or sick, because that wasn’t really me. But think 

about that. What an arbitrary thing to say! Couldn’t you just as easily say “That was me.” Is that 
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any more arbitrary? Maybe what isn’t us is who we are when we’re well fed and healthy and 

the sun is shining and our favorite song is playing. I don’t know. But here’s what I do know.  

What I do know is that it is easy to be a Christian when everything is going your way. Who 

can’t be a Christian then? But when things aren’t going your way, it is much harder to be a 

follower of Jesus Christ. The story we have today from the gospel is the story of Jesus’ 

temptation by the devil, and the story tells us that when Jesus was tempted by the devil, he had 

first been fasting for forty days and forty nights. Now, I have to tell you that I think I know 

myself pretty well. And part of knowing myself pretty well is believing that I am a good 

Christian. But I don’t think I know who I am when I have been fasting for forty days. I know who 

I am when I’ve been without coffee for one day and I am pretty sure none of you want to meet 

that person. But just who would I be when I’ve been fasting for forty days? You are a different 

person when you’re hungry. When you are hungry noises that grate on your nerves seem ten 

times louder. When you are hungry doesn’t the line you have to wait in at the supermarket or 

at a restaurant seem ten times longer? When you are hungry the remark someone makes that 

irritates you is ten times more irritating. Jesus fasted for forty days and I don’t think most of us 

know who we would be when we’re that hungry. If people can act worse just because they hear 

some annoying music playing, think to yourself how much worse they can act when they go 

hungry for a long period of time. 

But Jesus’ hunger was not the only thing that made him vulnerable to temptation. And to 

see what else made him vulnerable, it is time to take a closer look at the content of his 

temptation by the devil. 
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As our story goes, when Satan met our Lord in the desert after our Lord had been fasting 

for forty days, he said three things to Jesus to tempt him into disobeying God. First, “If you are 

the Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” Next, he took him to the top of the temple 

in Jerusalem and said “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is 

written ‘He will command his angels concerning you to guard you carefully; they will lift you up 

on their hands, so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” Finally, he took Jesus to a 

high place and showed him all the kingdoms of the world, and said “If you worship me, all this 

will be yours.”  

What is it that these three attempts to lead our Lord astray have in common? What they 

have in common is that in none of them is Satan trying to lead our Lord into doing anything 

which is obviously wrong, or obviously evil. In fact each of these attempts involves things which 

seem pretty good, don’t they? “Command these stones to become bread.” Jesus had been 

fasting for a long time and Satan came to him as someone who seems to care about him, to 

even love him. “You look hungry. Feed yourself. There’s a stone, use your power to make it 

become bread.”   

“I will give you authority over all the kingdoms of the world. If you worship me it will all be 

yours.” Shouldn’t our Lord have all the kingdoms of the world? Isn’t that the goal of Christianity 

to have everyone know Jesus’ name, to worship him and to give him their absolute allegiance? 

And then when Satan commanded Jesus to throw himself off the top of the temple he even 

quoted scripture. “It is written—IT IS WRITTEN ‘He will command his angels concerning you to 

guard you carefully. It is written, they will lift you up on their hands, so that you will not strike 

your foot against a stone.’”  



5 
 

It may be hard to believe that our Lord who was perfect could be tempted by the devil, but 

if our Lord was in a weakened hungry state, and if the devil didn’t come to him as the devil, but 

as one who was full of goodness and love, then why wouldn’t he be tempted? How could he 

avoid being tempted? 

Well, you might agree that even Jesus could be tempted, but you may say to yourself who 

cares about this story. Who cares? If Jesus didn’t want to be tempted by the devil, why did he 

put himself in this weakened state for forty days, why didn’t he just eat? What’s the point of all 

this anyway.  

I am reminded of a story of a man who came home and confessed to his wife that he 

cheated on her. He said honey, I must admit I cheated on you, but I just couldn’t help it. You 

see you were out of town and it was late at night and my secretary invited me over for dinner, 

and there was candlelight and romantic music playing and one thing led to another. She said 

honey I can’t blame you for being weak in those circumstances, but tell me, just what were you 

doing accepting an invitation to a late night romantic dinner with your secretary? If you don’t 

want to get burned, stay away from the fire. If you don’t want to cheat, stay away from people 

you could cheat with. If you don’t want to drink, stay out of bars. If you don’t want to gamble, 

stay out of casinos.  

Couldn’t Jesus just have avoided all this temptation? Well, of course he could. But let’s 

suppose for a minute that he did. Let us suppose that his whole journey to the cross involved 

no tests or temptation at all, and it was just a leisurely walk down easy street. Let’s say it 
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involved no loneliness, no fear, no pain—just a leisurely Sunday stroll. Then, what would it 

mean? What would it mean?  

Aren’t all the great stories of our lives stories about how the good guys almost didn’t make 

it? They almost lost. It almost didn’t turn out right. These are all the great dramas of our lives. 

The locomotive was rolling down the track and the sheriff and his posse almost didn’t get to the 

innocent young girl in time who was tied up to the tracks. The marines were facing heavy fire 

and they almost didn’t capture the bridge. It was fourth down with ten seconds left in the game 

and the quarterback almost didn’t get the pass off to score the winning touchdown. He dodged 

one tackler and then another, and finally he closed his eyes and threw the ball. These are the 

great stories of our lives, the great dramas of our lives. No great drama ever tells you how easy 

things were. That isn’t a drama at all.    

If everything was so easy for Jesus, then his journey to the cross wouldn’t mean so much 

for us. And so, as we journey through these forty days of Lent, I hope you will immerse yourself 

in the drama of these days. The great drama in which our Lord’s victory over sin and death 

almost didn’t make it. And I hope its meaning becomes a part of your soul.  


