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[Note - This is part one of a two-part essay on Matthew 4:4. The second part can be found here. A fuller
form of the essay, with references, citations, and footnotes, can be found here.]

Matthew 4:4 And Its Relation To The Doctrine Of
Preservation

Introduction
Jesus statement in Matt. 4:4 “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of
the mouth of God” has often been cited as support for the doctrine of preservation. Specifically, the
phrase “every word” has been frequently capitalized on to suggest not only that the passage teaches some
kind of providential preservation of the Scriptural text, but that this preservation extends in fact to “every
word” of the text. In other words, it has been asserted that we have here a promise of the verbal plenary
preservation of Scripture in a particular text. In the textual transmission whereby the text of the Bible will
be copied and passed down through the centuries, God will supposedly supernaturally superintend his will
over that of all copyists, so that there will be none of the normal (and unavoidable) mistakes or alterations
made in the copying of the sacred text. But is this actually what the text teaches in its context? To answer
that question, we must zoom out to look at the larger section of which this statement is a part, then
examine this statement in its immediate literary context, in its historical context, and finally note how the
statement relates to the Old Testament quotation which it contains. Then we will be in a position to speak
accurately to the meaning of the phrase and its relation to the doctrine of preservation.

The Broader Context of Matthew 3:1-4:25 [1]
Matt. 3:1-4:25 constitutes the first major narrative section of the gospel in the alternating narrative /
discourse framework around which Matthew structures his gospel. This larger narrative section will then be
followed by the first major discourse of the gospel on Kingdom Ethics, or what is commonly called the
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5-7). Following the infancy narrative and prologue of chapters 1-2, Matthew
in this first narrative presents the preparation of Jesus for the ministry of preaching the gospel of the
Kingdom. The Sermon on Kingdom ethics (5-7) flows naturally out of that preparation. A brief survey of
this larger section before we get into the details of the temptation narrative will help us to keep the larger
context in mind.

The first part of the narrative (3:1-17) focuses on John the Baptist and his preparatory role in preparing a
people for the Lord. He is presented as fulfilling the prophecy of Is. 40:3 as the forerunner who prepares
the way for the Lord. His ministry, recounted in 3:1-12, climaxes in the baptism of Jesus in 3:13-17. At this
baptism, Jesus is divinely authenticated by the heavenly Voice. The statement from heaven, “This is my
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” is a compilation of two Old Testament quotations. It combines in
an often unappreciated way the identity of Jesus as both the Son of God, the Davidic Messiah figure of
Psalm 2:7 (the source of the first phrase), and the Suffering Servant of Is. 42:1 (the source of the second
phrase). These two figures were not commonly connected in Second Temple Judaism. Judaism commonly
held to rather triumphalistic notions of both an Aaronic and Davidic Messiah figure. Their messianic
expectations were primarily of a political deliverer who would conquer Rome and deliver them from
physical oppression. The Voice confirms to Jesus that while He is indeed the Son of God and the
eschatological judge who will baptize with fiery judgment, He must first walk the way of suffering as the
Servant of Isaiah who would bear the iniquities of transgressors (Is. 53:1).

This willingness to walk the way of suffering is precisely what is immediately tested in the next section
(4:1-11) in the wilderness temptation of Jesus. In each of the three temptations that Jesus faces, he is
entitled as Son of God to that which is offered by Satan, but his determination is to do the will of the
father as on obedient son, and thus he embraces the way of suffering. He does as God’s penultimate Son
what Israel had always failed to do, and remains faithful to the Father. The temptation is seen as part of
the Preparation of Jesus for his ministry. Having successfully honored his father, and shown his
commitment to accept suffering as a part of his mission, Jesus is now ready to begin his public ministry.

Following the temptation narrative, Matthew (and the other Synoptics) seems to jump over the earliest
phase of Jesus ministry (which seems to have been a relatively obscure year of river and Jerusalem ministry
recounted in John 1-4) and moves immediately to the more popular phase which follows on the heels of
the arrest of John the Baptist (4:12-17). Thus, Jesus returns to Galilee and makes Capernaum his new home
base of operations. He launches his public ministry from that base. The message he begins to preach is
summarized my Matthew as “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand” (4:17). This message is the
capstone of the similar but preparatory one that John had preached (3:2), and in fact was the cause of
John’s arrest and ultimate execution, as Matthew will pick up again and explain in 14:1-12. Jesus will
naturally face a similar fate. The Kings has indeed finally come.

Finally, Matthew concludes this narrative section by recounting the call of four of the disciples (4:18-22)
and then summarizing the early ministry of Jesus, noting both his healing and teaching ministry. This of
course opens the way for the Sermon on the Mount as the first major account of Jesus teaching.

The Context of 4:1-11 and The Temptation
Narrative as a Whole
Overview
In 4:1-11, Matthew recounts Jesus facing with victory the temptations that Adam and Israel faced with
failure. Specifically, his willingness to face the difficulties of filling the role of the Suffering Servant of
Isaiah are tested. He will face three temptations, and in each of them, he will recount elements of the story
in Deut. 6-8 (heightening the parallels) to show that he will succeed where Israel failed. Matthew presents
a slightly different order for the temptations than the parallel account in Luke (Luke 4:1-13). Scholars have
occasionally argued variously for one or the other as being the historical order, (with the other being a
modification of this order) but all such contentions are necessarily tenuous. Matthew is generally prone to
a more thematic arrangement, so we might expect him to have rearranged the material, but we cannot say
with certainty. But one might also note that in Luke’s order, the quotations from Deut. are in chronological
order. More importantly, Luke has a greater stress on the chronology of the event which seems most
appropriate if he is maintaining the original order, which Matthew then thematically rearranges.

A Note on Source Criticism
While so-called, “source criticism” has sometimes been employed in ways destructive to the authors of the
biblical text as inspired writers (and at times, in ways destructive to the integrity of the text), there is
nonetheless occasionally helpful information gained from such a perspective, when these extremes are
avoided. And such analysis can often serve to bolster the historical claims of Scripture. Thus, a source
critical analysis of the text should be at least briefly commented upon. At the level of the initial source, the
recounting of the story surely goes back to Jesus himself. The Temptation account has all the earmarks of a
private experience, certainly not witnessed by the disciples. Their only knowledge of it would have been
Jesus’ own recounting to them of his spiritual struggles with Satan. If there was an oral account which the
disciples continued to disseminate, this could have lead to the production of a written account, but such
conjecture is just that –conjecture. Because Mark’s own account (Mark 1:12-13) is so brief, and yet there is
remarkable verbal similarity between Matthew and Luke, they must have shared a common source or
sources distinct from Mark (some kind of “Q Material”) or one of them must have had access to the other.
One might simplistically suggest that Matthew shares the account from his memory of the story as Jesus
told it to him (presuming he was present for such an accounting), but this still fails to account for Luke’s
knowledge of the event, who was a later convert and not an eyewitness to Jesus ministry (Luke 1:2), unless
one suggests that Luke had access to Matthew. It seems much more likely that Matthew and Luke shared
some common written source. The similarities in the account make this almost certain. The strong verbal
similarity at least suggests that a shared source would have been written, though this is not certain. As we
will note below, a “Q reconstruction” at this point is necessarily extremely tentative, and one must be
immediately skeptical of any certain claims made in this regard.

Matthew’s Intent for the Temptation Narrative as a Whole
Keener points out that the interpretations of the temptation narrative fall generally into three categories; 

1. A Salvation-historical interpretation, 
2. A Christological interpretation, 
3. A paranetic interpretation. 

He suggests that “the narrative functions in all three ways.”[2] That is, some suggest that Matthew is
presenting Jesus as bringing Israel’s story to its climax here. Some suggest that Matthew is showing Jesus’
unique qualifications for Messiah-ship, and others suggest that Matthew is presenting the story as the
penultimate example of how to face temptation with success. Informed by a robust understanding of
Matthew’s intention throughout his work, and leaning toward Keener’s first category, (while also
incorporating his second) Carson explains,

“The Parallels with historic Israel continue. Jesus’ fast (doubtless total abstinence from food but not
from drink; Luke 4:2) of forty days and nights reflected Israel’s forty-year wandering (Duet. 8:2). Both
Israel’s and Jesus’ hunger taught a lesson (Duet. 8:3); both spent time in in the desert preparatory to
their respective tasks. The main point is that both 'sons' were tested by God’s design (Duet. 8:3, 5; cf.
Ex. 4:22), the one after being redeemed from Egypt and the other after his baptism, to prove their
obedience and loyalty in preparation for their appointed work. The one 'son' failed but pointed to the
'Son' who would never fail (see comments at 2:15). In this sense, the temptations legitimized Jesus as
God’s true Son.” [3] 

Matthew is sharing the story in order to show that Jesus successfully resisted the temptations of Satan,
and he is framing the story so that the Jewish reader cannot fail to hear echoes of the story of Israel in
Jesus’ own temptation. This has clear Christological implications (on the so called recapitulation theory in
particular, in which this passages is of paramount importance). But while it might be said that everything
Jesus does contains a model for Christian behavior (and thus, in a remote way, the temptation can
function paraneticaly as a paradigm for resisting temptation in the life of the believer), paranesis is not
Matthew’s primary intention, which lies rather with the Christological and salvation-historical concerns.

Matthew has intentionally modeled the story after Israel’s testing in the wilderness. His intention is to
show Jesus fulfilling his role as Suffering Servant, succeeding where Israel had only ever failed. Just as God
“led” the children of Israel in the wilderness, (Ps. 107:7; Is. 63:14, etc.), Jesus is “led” into the wilderness by
the Spirit. Just as Israel had lived in an inhabitable location, dependent on God’s sustenance, Matthew
presents Jesus as entering the Judean Wilderness dependent upon God. Keener notes, ”Apart from a few
rugged people like John who has made the ‘wilderness’ between the Jordan valley and Judean Hills their
home, it represented a dangerous and inhospitable setting. One had to return to the Jordan Valley for food
and water, and the rugged terrain made injury easy.”[4] This becomes all the more clear when we
understand the Jewish ethnicity of Matthew’s audience (see previous essays). The memory of their past
(repeated) failures in the wilderness lingered long in Israel’s corporate memory, and the hope of a final
victor could not but arise longing for a Messiah. “In this narrative Matthew presents Jesus as Israel’s – and
Jesus’ followers’ – champion, the one who succeeded in the wilderness where Israel had failed.”[5] The
narrative falls into three basic parts;

4:1 – Setting
4:2-10 – Temptation

4:2-4 – Turn Stones to Loaves
4:5-7 – Throw yourself down
4:8-10 – Fall down and worship

4:11 – Conclusion

In 4:1, Matthew sets the stage, and presents the parallels to Israel’s wandering.  In 4:2-10, the temptations
proper commence. 

First, in 4:2-4, Jesus is made hungry by his 40 day fast, and Satan tempts him in his hunger to rely upon
himself (by employing his divine power) rather than to rely on the sustenance of God. Like Israel, Jesus as
the Son of God was to be dependent upon God for his provision, and he resists Satan’s suggestion by
quoting Moses’ statement (Deut. 8:3) to Israel that God would provide in the wilderness. He waits on the
Father to provide for him.

Second, in 4:5-7, Satan tempts him to display his power to the world by throwing himself from the
pinnacle of the temple. But God has called his servant to obedience, not arrogance. “The devil wants Jesus
to presume upon his relationship with God, to act as if God is there to serve His Son, rather than the
reverse.”[6] Satan employs a “proof text” combining statements from Psalm 91:11 and 12, but ignoring the
context of Psalm 91:1-10. The psalm in its context is a promise of protection from dangers that come
against the righteous apart from their initiative, but Satan employs only a snippet from it as though it was
an approval of testing God to see if He really will do what he says. Jesus counters with a more appropriate
Scripture, directly forbidding what Satan has suggested. He again cites a section from Deut. 6-8, (Deut.
6:16). “Jesus understood Scripture accurately and alluded not only to the passage he cited but its context.
When he warns against ‘putting God to the test’ (Deut. 6:13) He alludes to Israel’s dissatisfaction in the
wilderness (e.g., Ex. 17:2-3, 7). Although God was supplying their needs, they demanded more than their
needs, forgetting how much God had delivered them from. Yet Jesus did not get himself into testing
presumptuously; like Elijah of old, he did what he did at God’s command (I Kings 18:36; Mt. 26:42). Jesus
responds as Israel should have.

Third, Satan tempts him to worship him, taunting him with rule over the entire world. He takes him to a
high mountain, and claims that he will give him rule over all the kingdoms of the world if he will only
worship Satan. God has already promised his servant rule over the kingdoms of the world. What Satan is
offering is this rule through a means other than the suffering of the cross. One can easily see the
triumphalism suggested here. Later religious leaders will echo the same idea at the cross: If Jesus is the Son
of God, let God rescue him from the cross (Matt. 27:4-43). Even Peter will allow such ideas of a triumphant
messiah to seep into his thinking (Matt. 16:22). Jesus will rebuke him just as he does Satan. Keener notes
that this test would have especially appealed to the disciples, who likewise wanted a Kingdom without a
Cross. “Jesus’ mission involved the cross (26:54), and so does the mission of Jesus’ true disciples (16:23-
26).”[7] Jesus resists Satan’s temptation by again invoking the Deut. 6-8 passage, this time quoting Deut.
6:13.[8] Lying behind this is the command of Deut. 6:12 – don’t forget what God has done for you, as well
as the development in 6:13-15 – God is jealous of his people’s affections. Jesus will not forget the gifts of
the Father, and he will not violate the commandment to worship only God. While the Israelites repeatedly
pursued other God’s, Jesus will worship only the Father. And he will face the way of suffering.

Finally, in 4:11, Matthew concludes the narrative, noting Jesus’ success. He has resisted the devil, who has
thus fled (James 4:7). He has conquered, and as he will later note, he has thus “bound the strong man”
(Matt. 12:29). And with the successful resisting of Satan’s advances comes the provision from God for
which Jesus has patiently waited. He has hungered for 40 days, but never has God been absent, and now
God provides through angels the needed (and patiently waited for) sustenance. “Then the devil leaveth
him, and, behold, angels came and ministered unto him.”  (Mat 4:1 KJV)

The Context of 4:2-4 – The First Temptation of
Jesus in Particular
Synoptic Parallels
To zoom in and take a closer look at the initial temptation of Jesus (Matthew 4:2-4; Luke 4:2-4) we will set
the accounts in parallel and note the distinctions made by each evangelist, so that we can best appreciate
exegetically the contributions and unique emphasis of each. Respect for the verbal inspiration of Scripture
as the very Word of God means that such detailed analysis is warranted. To hear the Word of God we must
hear the voice of each of the human authors and discover their intentions. Noting their unique use of
selection, adaptation, and arrangement is essential to this task. Note that Marcan priority is presumed
here rather than defended. We thus present each account (together with the Markan parallel, which does
not per se contain the temptation encounters) in a color-coded scheme as explained below,[9] and then
remark upon the exegetical significance of the analysis.

And here is the English text of the KJV set out similarly in parallel for English-only readers

A variety of exegetically significant points emerge from this analysis;

1. Each Evangelist has exercised his own stylistic preference in opening the account.[10] Mark uses the
standard Καὶ, Luke changes this to his characteristic δὲ, (used 538 times in Luke), while Matthew
instead uses his much more unique Τότε (used 90 times in Matthew,[11] but only 6 times in Mark
and only 14 in Luke). Each serves a similar transitory function, but with the particular stylistic color of
the individual Evangelist.

2. Each Evangelist has used a unique way of describing how the Spirit brought Jesus to the wilderness.
While all three mention the agency of the Spirit, Mark has Jesus much more forcefully (almost
violently) “driven” into the wilderness. The word typically has connotations of being forced out, cast
out, or expelled (BDAG). Both Matthew and Luke have (independently) softened this courser
language to some form of the smoother “led.” The fact that they both have softened the phrase in a
similar way, but have chosen different (though related) words to replace Mark’s suggests that this
softening was not reflected in their shared (Q) material (otherwise they would likely have employed
the same softened word). If one were to conjecture that one of their uses must reflect the text of Q,
it would seem most likely that Matthew’s use is so unique that it originates with his source, not him.
He employs his only use of the rare ἀνάγω (in form as ἀνήχθη here), used in this text and
nowhere else in his work. Luke uses his typical ἄγω, (used 41 times in Luke-Acts,[12] but only 11
times in Matthew and Mark combined[13]), in its form here as ἤγετο, which is more likely to reflect
his stylistic variation.

3. Matthew alone adds, “and forty nights.” Clearly, if Jesus was there for forty days, he was also there for
forty nights. But Matthew chooses to add the repetitive phrase, likely because it allows him to repeat
the word “forty” again. He is highlighting even further the parallels between Jesus’ temptation by
Satan for forty days and the wilderness wonderings of Israel for forty years. This would be especially
important for his Jewish audience, for whom “forty” had taken on a sort of symbolic special
significance that would be meaningless to a Gentile.

4. Matthew alone adds, “which proceedeth out of the mouth of” to the quotation of Duet., or,
conversely, Luke omits it. Since Luke presents his quotation with indirect discourse (adding the οτι,
or that), which thus somewhat frees him from verbal precision, it seems more likely that Luke has
omitted it.

5. Luke’s is the longest account. He alone adds that Jesus was “full of the Spirit” and that the time of
Jesus’ fasting was set (by the Spirit) and had “come to an end.” He further adds the geographical
timeframe that the temptation occurs when he had returned from Jordan. These each are peculiar to
Luke’s style, purpose, and audience. Luke has a special emphasis throughout his 2-volume work on
the Holy Spirit, and in his gospel he has a unique emphasis on Jesus as empowered by the Spirit and
fulfilling his will. Thus, whereas Mark had only mentioned that the Spirit was responsible for putting
Jesus in the wilderness, Luke has expanded this to explain that Jesus was full of the Spirit throughout
the event, and that his fast was (apparently) a set time-frame predetermined by the Spirit. He has
also added geographical details that would not be needed for a Jewish audience already familiar with
the terrain, but that would be helpful to a Gentile like Theophilus, who was not. It is also significant
not note that some see Luke’s entire gospel as being arranged around a basically geographical
scheme.

6. Mark initially uses the, “immediately” so characteristic of his fast-paced discourse,[14] and Luke and
Matthew both omit it as a peculiarity of Markan style. Mark also repeats the mention of the
wilderness as he concludes the account, “And he was there in the wilderness.” In one sense it would
be accurate to say that both Matthew and Luke have omitted this phrase, since neither of them
include a repetition of “in the wilderness” as Mark does. However, it is more accurate to say that it is
precisely in this phrase that Matthew and Luke have found opportunity for expansion. They have a
shared source (the so-called “Q” material) that has more details of the story, and Mark’s terse phrase
is the perfect place to insert it. In so doing, they also clarify Mark’s ambiguous chronology.  In Mark’s
account, using the participle, one cannot tell much about the tempting, but it seems to have been a
forty day affair only, and on the surface would appear to have implied forty continuous days of
tempting. Mark and Luke have both taken pains to explain that the expanded material they present
(the three temptations by Satan) represent events that take place after the actual forty-day period of
fasting ended. However, both Matthew and Luke still present the forty days of fasting as being a kind
of “tempting” from the devil, thus maintaining consistency with Mark’s account, but both present
the encounter with the Devil as occurring after this period, and bridge into it with the understanding
that Jesus’ hunger (from the forty day fast) was the opportunity for the encounter. Luke is the most
explicit in his chronology (as he is throughout the account), lending credence to the idea that his is
the original chronological order.

Textual Issues
We will exegete and interpret only the text of the TR in this essay, but because the work as a whole deals
with textual criticism at its core, a word about textual issues in the passage is appropriate. There are a
handful of minor textual variants throughout the passage, and one that is of more significance. One of the
most common scribal variations (in the Byzantine manuscripts in particular) is the tendency to produce a
fuller and smoother text. In the gospels, this most commonly takes the form of attempts to harmonize the
various gospel parallels to one another. Thus, most of the more important textual variations are the result
of scribes either consciously (or, more likely, unconsciously) harmonizing their texts to match one of the
parallel accounts. Assuming for the sake of argument the accuracy of the text of the TR here, one can still
see this undeniable scribal tendency at work. For example;

1. A few scribes have harmonized parts of the Matthean account to match the Lukan account at points;
Miniscule 1 omits “and forty nights” from the text of Matthew in harmonization to the
Lukan account. Fortunately, Erasmus caught this error in his manuscript; otherwise it likely
would have ended up in the TR and the KJV.
A few scribes, (1424 [9th century Byzantine ms], and 700 [11th century Byzantine ms]),
have added the οτι (“that,”) unique to Luke, thus harmonizing the Matthean account to
Luke.

2. Several Manuscripts have harmonized part of the Markan account to the unique features of the
Matthean account;

For example, the “and forty nights” unique to Luke has been added to the markan account
in; L019 (8th century Byzantine ms), minuscule 33 (9th century Byzantine ms), as well as
family 13 (10th century Byzantine/caecarean group of manuscripts), minuscule 124 (11th
century), 346 (12th century Byzantine ms), and minuscule 69 (15th century Byzantine ms),
miniscule 579 (13th century ms), and M021 (9th century Byzantine ms).

3. Several scribes have harmonized parts of the Lukan account to match the Matthean version;
One western manuscript (D05) has harmonized the Lukan account to read “Satan” (like
Mark) instead of “the devil.”
Several have omitted the οτι (“that”) unique to the Lukan account, thus making his
quotation, (like Matthew’s) a case of direct discourse. This has been done by the Western
D05, the Byzantine 1424, family 13, 700, 788, 1071, 346, and 69.
Several others have harmonized the Lukan account of the quotation to the Matthean
expanded version. The “that proceedeth out of the mouth of” that is uniquely Matthean
has been inserted into to the Lukan text by 1424(), 157(), 118(), 209(), 1071(), 
Many textual scholars believe that the entire second part of the quotation in the Lukan
passage “but by every word of God” is likewise yet one more harmonization of the Lukan
account to match the Matthean. The tendancy of scribes to such harmonization has
already been evidenced here, and is undeniable even if one holds the TR text to be
identical with the original autographs. The longer section of the quotation is missing
entirely from several of the earliest witnesses (א, B), from the supplemental material to W,
and later from L019, 788, etc. Since the attempt to harmonize the gospels is common,
these critics suggest that the Lukan version originally only read, “man shall not live by
bread alone,” and that the longer expansion is a harmonization to the Matthean account.
Robinson and other majority text advocates disagree, since the longer version is found in
the majority of witnesses (and in this variant, the MT agrees with the TR). Exegetically, if
the longer version of Luke is a scribal expansion, then Luke originally made his point apart
from the longer ending “But by every word of God.” We will interpret here only the TR form
of the text for the sake of argument. In either case, with or without the longer ending,
Luke’s point remains the same – man should live dependent upon God. Israel failed to;
Jesus will succeed in fully relying upon God for his sustenance, despite his intense hunger.

Interpretation
In many specifics, Matthew and Luke intend the narrative of the first temptation of Jesus by Satan to serve
the same function for their readers. They are both showing that Jesus was tested by Satan at the beginning
of his ministry. They are both showing that this took place under the direction of the Spirit. Just when
Jesus is at his weakest (humanly) due to his hunger, Satan swoops in to take advantage. He tries to get
Jesus to exercising his divine power, and to satisfy his hunger apart from reliance upon the Father for
provision. Jesus responds by quoting the text of Deut. 8:3, invoking the message of Moses to the
wondering Israelites that God desires his people to depend only upon Him for their provision. Jesus thus
successfully resists the temptations of Satan, showing his Messiahship, and his qualification for the
ministry of suffering (and ultimately, the cross) to which the Father has called him. Jesus is God’s true, and
only obedient Son.

There is however at least one significant difference between them in how they employ the account.
Matthew, writing for his Jewish audience, is especially strengthening the connection of Jesus with OT Israel.
Israel failed as God’s son, but Jesus succeeds where they failed. Jesus is walking in the shoes of the
wilderness wonderers who had such a history of failure in their own forty-year testing. Matthew intends his
readers primarily to see flashbacks to that event. Luke, however, is writing for the Gentile Theophilus. His
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gospel is predominated by concern for the Gentile mission and the evangelization of the world. Gentile
inclusion colors almost all that he writes.

This distinction between them can be illustrated by their handling of the genealogical material (which in
turn colors their handling of the temptation narrative). In Matthew, the genealogy of Jesus is treated at the
beginning (Matt. 1:1-17), following a typical Jewish pattern. Further, he has structured it to strongly make
the Jewish connections, especially that of the Davidic messiah. He arranges the genealogy of Jesus into
three sets of “fourteen generations” (Matt. 1:17). He does this because it allows him to subtly make a point
beyond merely the recounting of a “royal lineage” for Jesus. Hebrew numbers are written with the normal
letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Thus, many names in Hebrew have a sort of numerical equivalent, known
to every Hebrew reader, a practice called, gematria. The number fourteen, and the name “David” are
written in exactly the same way in Hebrew. Thus, a threefold repetition of “14” in the genealogy structure is
also a three-fold repetition of David. It is as though Matthew says, “He’s David – here’s proof; He’s David
– here’s proof; He’s David! – Here’s proof.” While some have pointed out that this might have been lost on
a Greek speaking readership in a Greek text,[15] many hold that it would still be perceived.

But Luke does something entirely different with his genealogy. He flips the order around, so that his
genealogy goes backwards from the normal order. Thus, rather than ancestor-to-descendant, his moves
descendant-to-ancestor. But further, Matthew begins his gemology (out of order) by moving first Jesus to
David, then develops it beginning with Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation. For Matthew, Jesus is
preeminently the King of the Jews. However, Luke traces his genealogy all the way back to the first man,
Adam, the father of the Human race. For him, Jesus is Lord of the entire Human race, and all are invited
into God’s mission. This becomes patently evident in where he places the genealogy. Moving it from its
place near the beginning in Matthew, he places it just before the temptation narrative. And he reverses
the order of the genealogy so that it ends with Adam, and the reader is left with Adam on his mind just
before he reads the temptation of Jesus.

Thus, while Matthew intends his Jewish readers primarily to see Jesus as fulfilling where Israel failed, Luke
wants Theophilus to see Jesus as succeeding where Adam failed. The arrangement immediately evokes the
image of the temptation in the garden. Satan’s presence as tempter, and the failure of Adam are
paramount then on the minds of the reader. But where Adam failed, plunging the human race into sin,
Jesus succeeds, bringing victory and forgiveness for all who will accept it. He is presenting Jesus as the
“second Adam.” This is regularly known as a distinctly Pauline theme (see Romans five), but Luke has
developed it with just as much skill, only in a more subtle way. Their long friendship and regular travels
together might well have involved conversations about Jesus as the second Adam who delivers the human
race, and they have each developed it in different ways. Paul is familiar with Luke’s work (and even regards
it as equal in authority to OT scripture), so one might suggestively conjecture that the theme originated
with Luke, and was picked up and developed by Paul. Regardless of conclusions on the particulars it is clear
that, for Matthew, as Jesus is tempted, Israel in the wilderness stands in the background; for Luke, while
Jesus is being tempted, Adam in the garden stands paramount in the background. While every other
human has failed to obey God, Jesus alone has remained obedient to the Father, and he alone can atone
for the sins of others upon the cross.

A note should be said also about the historical origin of these comparisons. Accepting both Matthew and
Luke as inspired biblical writes lends Divine authority to these comparisons (most specifically of Jesus-to-
Israel) as part of Divine Writ, regardless of their historical origins. However, exegetically, one still must ask
whether this analogy is drawn by the Evangelists themselves (as inspired writers) or whether they are
merely repeating a tradition which they had received. Recognizing that they employ a shared source, and
noting some of the shared features of that source (see the blue sections above, and note a fuller synopsis
for the broader text in parallel), reveals that this connection is not an innovation on the part of one of the
Evangelists. Each Evangelist borrows the “into the wilderness” language of Mark, suggesting that the
connection goes back at least to him (and a “second exodus” theme in Mark, with Jesus as the new Israel,
is commonly noted in the literature). But in the material independent of Mark (the three temptations
shared by Matthew and Luke), the same three quotations of the Deuteronomy material occur. Both have
Jesus quoting in each temptation from the same section of Deuteronomy, drawing out the connection of
his wilderness temptations to the wilderness wonderings of Israel. To make a historical jump from Mark
and “Q” to the historical Jesus (which I will presume here rather than defend)[16] shows that this
connection goes back to Jesus himself. In other words, seeing in Jesus and his temptations the wonderings
of Israel, and seeing Jesus as succeeding where Israel failed is not a later innovation of Matthew, Luke, or
even Mark as inspired authors. It’s source is rather Jesus himself. He quotes from these passages precisely
because he saw himself as succeeding where Israel had failed. Contrary to many skeptics who wish to
maintain that Jesus himself saw no redemptive or salvation-historical intent behind his life and actions
(claiming that these are later innovations of the authors of our gospel accounts), Jesus from the very
outset of his ministry understood himself as obeying the Father where Israel (and as Luke would note, all
of humanity as well) had failed to do so. At stake in the wilderness is not simply a battle between Jesus
and Satan – at stake is the very eternal destiny of the world. If Jesus fails, redemption is lost, and
mankind’s very redemption is thwarted.

[Note - This exegetical study of Matthew 4:4 is resumed and concluded in a second post here.]
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