
The Blog A Brief Welcome

About The Author Extra Content

Blogging The
Word

[Note - This post resumes and concludes an
exegetical study of Matthew 4:4 that was began
here. A fuller form of the essay, with references,
citations, and footnotes, can be found here.]

Matthew 4:4 – Looking closely at “Every Word”
The OT Context of the Passage
It is apparent that the OT story, and Deuteronomy in particular, are essential for interpreting this passage
to hear the intent of Matthew and Luke in the passage. Further, as Jesus himself is the one who makes this
connection, it is essential to understanding Jesus’ own experience in the wilderness. In each of the three
temptations, Jesus responds by quoting a passage of Scripture from the same section of Deuteronomy.
Occasionally, an author will defend some form of the paranetic interpretation of the passage mentioned
above. That is, that this is a “model” for how to fight temptation from Satan. But while there is some
legitimacy in this application of the passage (simply on the level that everything that Jesus did is in some
sense a model for those called to “follow his steps” – I Pet. 2:21), it is clearly not the primary intent of
either biblical writer. Such an interpretation often seeks to make much of the fact that Jesus uses Scripture
in each temptation. But it fails to see that the significance of this is not likely to be “therefore, you should
use Scripture too.” If each passage from which Jesus quoted came from a different book of the OT, and if
Matthew and Luke (as well as Mark) had not already (in their introduction to the accounts) made the
connection with the OT wilderness wonderings, then such a broad generalization might be appropriate.
Jesus quotes repeatedly from Hosea, Isaiah, Psalms, etc. throughout his ministry. Were there such a
diversity in his quotations here, that might minimize the Deuteronomistic connections and legitimize to
some degree a broad “use the Bible when you are tempted” sort of an intent on the part of the biblical
writers. However, such a diversity is not present, and in light of the connections already made by each of
the biblical writers, ignoring the OT context from which Jesus is drawing to allow such broad generalization
is simply exegetical negligence. The connection to the account in Deuteronomy is the most prominent
feature of the account in both Matthew and Luke.

Ironically, it is precisely a kind of atomization of Scripture as isolated verses that is often condoned in such
paranetic interpretations (e.g., pull a verse out of the Bible, use it, ignorant its context and intent). But
nothing could be further from what Jesus is actually doing here. Verse divisions were not a part of the
original text at all. Quotations by biblical authors of a small section of the biblical text typically intend to
evoke the entire context of the passage at hand. As noted above, while Satan grabs a verse and employs it
entirely apart from its originally intended meaning, Jesus clearly has in mind the entire context of the
longer passage in Deuteronomy, and is in fact employing each passage in direct accordance with Moses’
own intent in writing it. That is, Jesus is reading, and using, the Bible in its context, in accordance with the
intent of the original author. Thus, to fully understand the significance of Jesus’ use here, we must examine
the OT passages from which he quotes, and at least briefly comment on the intent behind them.

Deuteronomy in its historical context
Deuteronomy is the final book of the five books of Moses, known as the Pentateuch. While few subjects
have been more discussed in biblical studies (and even fewer opposed by skeptics) than the authorship
and dating of the Pentateuch, we will precede upon the presumption of Mosaic authorship (and thus, the
early date) in this essay, with only a single brief line of defense. Namely, Jesus himself repeatedly employed
the Pentateuchal material, and assigned Mosaic authorship to that material.[17]
But the question of how Deuteronomy is intended by Moses to function still remains, and must be
(briefly) explored. As the children of Israel came to the brink of the promised land from the south (having
previously failed to enter at another point), Moses delivered a series of sermons to the people just prior to
their entering the land. Deuteronomy is essentially the recounting of these “speeches” of Moses.[18] They
are recounted that later generations might still hear the words of Moses ringing in their ears so to speak.
Thus, while in most of the rest of the Pentatuech, the pattern is God speaking to Moses; in Deuteronomy,
the pattern is Moses speaking to the people.[19] Thus, from the first words of the book, “These be the
words which Moses spake unto all Israel on this side Jordan in the wilderness…” the reader is drawn back in
time to that moment, standing there, listening to Moses preach.

The book’s content revolves around three “sermons” of Moses that are delivered to the children of Israel at
the brink of Canaan just before they enter the land.[20] After a brief introduction (1:1-5), the book
presents the first discourse (1:6-4:43), which recounts the history of their journey from Horeb, with an
emphasis upon the providence of God for the people, then includes the long exhortation of Moses to not
forget the lessons God had taught them (4:1-40). Building upon the first, the second discourse (introduced
in 4:44-49; given in chapters 5-28, though some see 27 as a kind of instructional “interruption” of this
discourse) is the central part of the book, falling naturally into two basic sections. The first section of this
second sermon (5:1-11:32) gives an exhortation together with an explanation of the general principles of
the covenant that had been given at Sinai. The second section (chapters 12-28) presents the more specific
stipulations (case laws) in more detail. Moses’ third sermon comprises the material in 29-30. The book
then ends with a final encouragement to the people, deposit of the law to the priests, and transfer of
leadership to Joshua (31), the poetic song of Moses (31:30-32:44) and the final narrative of the blessing of
Moses and account of Moses’ death (33-34).

The three passages from which Jesus quotes in the wilderness all come from the first section of the second
discourse of Moses (Deut. 5-11).[21] The quotations in the second and third temptations (following
Matthew’s order) both come from Deuteronomy 6, the section of Moses’ sermon where he presents and
expounds the Shema. This commandment became the theological center of Judaism, and Jesus recognized
its place as the central theological and ethical tenant of Judaism. When Satan presented his temptations,
Jesus understood that he was not attacking a peripheral issue – he was mounting an all-out attack on the
core of Jewish faith. Jesus in turn responded by invoking and reinforcing the monotheistic core of the faith
long held. The Lord our God is one Lord. As He has revealed His character in His own self-identification,
He alone should be worshiped, and He should not be tempted, as this amounts to an affront against that
character. Moses had warned against three basic distractions that could deter Israel from wholehearted
love of Yahweh;[22] Deut. 6:10-13 explains the danger of forgetting God due to wealth (a theme picked up
again in chapter 8), Deut. 6:14-15 pick up the danger of abandoning God due to idolatry, and Duet. 6:16
takes up the final danger of doubting God due to hardship. Jesus picked up elements from two of these
three warnings (Deut. 6:13 and 6:16) in the second and third temptation. However in the first temptation,
the passage which is quoted by Jesus derives from Deuteronomy 8:3. Thus, a closer look at the context of
chapter 8 in particular is in order.

Deuteronomy 8:1-9
In chapter 8, Moses’ sermon continues to expound on the covenant principles relating to God’s provision.
The point of chapter eight is that God is the source of all blessings. Israel should thus be reliant upon God
for their provision. He is alone the one on whom they should depend. The wilderness wanderings were
meant to enforce this lesson to them, and their time in the promised land would test this reliance in new
ways. Hunger and desperation in the wilderness provided the context in which their trust in God’s
provision was tested in their past; abundance and blessing in the promised land would provide the context
in which their trust in God’s provision would be tested in their future. Moses’ statement summarizes the
lesson learned from the wilderness, and reinforces to them that they must depend on God as they have
learned. He does this first by exhorting the Israelites to obey the covenant God has made with them. But
this obedience is to be motivated by a remembrance of how God has already provided for them. Thus, in
8:1-2 he reminds them that their time in the wilderness had been used by God to teach them this lesson;

“All the commandments which I command thee this day shall ye observe to do, that ye may live, and
multiply, and go in and possess the land which the LORD sware unto your fathers. And thou shalt
remember all the way which the LORD thy God led thee these forty years in the wilderness, to humble
thee, and to prove thee, to know what was in thine heart, whether thou wouldest keep his
commandments, or no.”

In verse 3-5, he points out that this testing by God had taught them provision upon him for food (in the
manna), clothing (in rainment that waxed not old), and health (in their feet not swelling);

“And he humbled thee, and suffered thee to hunger, and fed thee with manna, which thou knewest
not, neither did thy fathers know; that he might make thee know that man doth not live by bread
only, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the LORD doth man live. 4 Thy raiment
waxed not old upon thee, neither did thy foot swell, these forty years. 5 Thou shalt also consider in
thine heart, that, as a man chasteneth his son, so the LORD thy God chasteneth thee.”

 In verses 6-9, he reminds them of the great blessings that God will bring to them when they enter the
promised land;

"Therefore thou shalt keep the commandments of the LORD thy God, to walk in his ways, and to fear
him. 7 For the LORD thy God bringeth thee into a good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains
and depths that spring out of valleys and hills; 8 A land of wheat, and barley, and vines, and fig trees,
and pomegranates; a land of oil olive, and honey; 9 A land wherein thou shalt eat bread without
scarceness, thou shalt not lack any thing in it; a land whose stones are iron, and out of whose hills
thou mayest dig brass.”

And in verses 10-18, he warns them that just as hunger in the wilderness had been an occasion where their
dependence upon God as the source of blessings was tested, so in a very different way their abundance in
the promised land would test their resolve to remain dependent upon God as the ultimate source of all
blessings;

"When thou hast eaten and art full, then thou shalt bless the LORD thy God for the good land which
he hath given thee. 11 Beware that thou forget not the LORD thy God, in not keeping his
commandments, and his judgments, and his statutes, which I command thee this day: 12 Lest when
thou hast eaten and art full, and hast built goodly houses, and dwelt therein; 13 And when thy herds
and thy flocks multiply, and thy silver and thy gold is multiplied, and all that thou hast is multiplied;
14 Then thine heart be lifted up, and thou forget the LORD thy God, which brought thee forth out of
the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage; 15 Who led thee through that great and terrible
wilderness, wherein were fiery serpents, and scorpions, and drought, where there was no water; who
brought thee forth water out of the rock of flint; 16 Who fed thee in the wilderness with manna, which
thy fathers knew not, that he might humble thee, and that he might prove thee, to do thee good at
thy latter end; 17 And thou say in thine heart, My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me
this wealth. 18 But thou shalt remember the LORD thy God: for it is he that giveth thee power to get
wealth, that he may establish his covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, as it is this day."

Finally in verses 19-20 he exhorts them to remember these lessons they had learned in the wilderness.
Through much toil, struggle, and failure, they had been taught by God, as a loving Father painfully teaches
his children, that God and God alone was the source of their blessing and their sustenance. In their hunger
they were dependent upon him for food. In their nakedness they were dependent upon him for clothing. In
their tired bodies they were dependent upon him for health. And in all their wonderings, they were
dependent upon him for guidance. It was a long and painful lesson that should not be forgotten.

The Quotation itself in its Contexts - Deut. 8:3
Having looked more broadly at the OT context from which the quotation of Deut. 8:3 springs, we can now
examine in more detail the specific phrase which is most relevant for this essay, and which is being
adduced as support for a doctrine of verbal plenary preservation, that is, “every word that proceedeth out
of the mouth of the LORD.” Specifically, the phrase, “every word” is typically pointed to as suggesting the
verbal “word” and plenary “every” nature of preservation. Because so much has been made of this phrase
here (in its context in Matthew especially) it is well worth looking at in more detail.

Duet. 8:3 in the MT
The Hebrew of the Masoretic text here involves two phrases;

עַל־כָּל־מוֹצָ֥א פִֽי־יהְוהָ֖

The first phrase has three elements; a preposition (by) followed by two nouns. Or literally, “by –
all/everything – that proceeds from.” The second phrase has the noun “mouth” in the construct
relationship to “the Lord.” Thus, the text reads literally, “everything that goes out from the mouth of the
Lord.” The Hebrew word, “mowtsa'” or “going out” is the word we must notice with most astuteness. The
word refers to a “going out” which can relate in turn to any of three basic notions; to a place of going out
(or from which one goes out), to the act itself of going out, or to that thing which goes out. In this third
usage, “that thing which goes out” the word then become a sort of technical term for a “prounouncment”
or a “decree.” Thus, HALOT, the standard academic Hebrew lexicon, defines it as referring to a
“pronouncement” and explains this usage by noting a variety of parallels. They seem to understand the
usage of the word in Duet. 8:3 as having traditionally referred to the word of God in general (noting that
that tradition is influenced by Matthew 4:4), but they note that it more specifically is being used to refer
to the manna created by God (the context in Deut. 8:3).

“pronouncement, ָדָּבר Da 925, with ִשְׂפתַָים Nu 3013 Dt 2324 Jr 1716 Ps 8935, with פִּיו) פּהֶ מ׳ word
spoken at the creation, parallel with (ָדָּבר Sir 3917,  מִפִּי י׳ כָּל־ם׳ Dt 83 trad. following Matthew 44 of the
word of God in general, :: ֶהַלּחֶם particularly the manna created by Yahweh.”

The older BDB lexicon defines it as an “utterance” and explains this third usage as follows;
“that which goes forth: a. utterance of mouth or lips (esp. of solemn or formal speech(, מוֹצָא פִי־י׳ Dt 8:3;
 ”.Je 17:16, Psalm 89:35; so Dt 23:24, Nu 30:13 (P) שְׂפתַָי מ׳

The older (and generally less reliable lexically, but still respected by some) Strong’s lexicon notes the same
basic three-fold division of the word’s usage as referring to the act, place, or product of a going forth when
it notes, “môwtsâʼ, mo-tsaw'; or מצָֹא môtsâʼ môtsâ corrected to môtsâʼ; from H3318; a going forth, i.e. (the
act) an egress, or (the place) an exit; hence, a source or product,” then follows this general three-fold
division with a few of the specific meanings the word has in the OT, “specifically, dawn, the rising of the
sun (the East), exportation, utterance, a gate, a fountain, a mine, a meadow (as producing grass)” finally
concluding its entry (following the typical symbol, :-) of all the ways the KJV translated the word, “brought
out, bud, that which came out, east, going forth, goings out, that which (thing that) is gone out, outgoing,
proceedeth out, spring, vein, (water-) course (springs),”

The phrase “that which proceeds from” could thus be a kind of technical phrase for a decree or utterance,
which is clearly its usage here. One factor merits special notice; the word, “word” does not occur in the
Hebrew text. The Hebrew word for “word” (davar) is in fact not found in Deuteronomy chapter eight at all.
Not once, and certainly not as part of Deut. 8:3. This is why the KJV, though including the word, “word” as
part of its text, has placed the word in italics. They are noting that it is a textual emendation that is not
part of the Hebrew text. France notes, “‘Word’ is an LXX explanatory addition: the Hebrew simply says
‘everything that comes from the mouth of the Lord.’”[23] For example, the same phrase is translated in
the KJV in Numbers 30:12; “But if her husband hath utterly made them void on the day he heard them;
then whatsoever proceeded out of her lips concerning her vows, or concerning the bond of her soul, shall
not stand: her husband hath made them void; and the LORD shall forgive her,” though here “lips” are
substituted for “mouth,” one can clearly see from the KJV translation that “word” is not part of a literal
translation of the phrase.

One could perhaps translate the word as referring to a decree or a “word” and thus translate the phrase,
“every utterance from the mouth of God” or, more literally, as, “every thing that proceedeth out of the
mouth of God” but the phrase, “every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” would be a
redundancy (containing the same word twice) that is not reflected in the Hebrew text. So where does the
word, “word” come from, and why is it in the KJV here, and what are the translators seeking to
communicate by it? To answer this question, we must look to the previous translations that most impacted
the KJV. They made special mention in their preface, “the Translators to the Reader,” of the Latin Vulgate
and the Septuagint, as well as the English translations that had preceded them (see the history of the KJV
in Part II, and the exposition of the Preface in part IV for details).

Deut. 8:3 in the LXX, Vulgate, and Earliest English Translations
The LXX had somewhat less literally translated the text as, “ἀλλ᾽ ἐπὶ παντὶ ῥήματι τῷ ἐκπορευομένῳ
διὰ στόματος θεοῦ,” adding the word, “ῥήματι,” or “saying” to their translation as a sort of explanatory
addition. The Latin Vulgate had been influenced by this older translation, translating the phrase, “sed in
omni verbo quod egreditur de ore Dei,” adding the “verbo” or “word” to the text of its translation which
was not present in the Hebrew text.

When translations of the Bible began to first appear in English, the language of the Church had been Latin
for over 1000 years. Therefore, the first translations were of the Latin text of the Vulgate. Thus, the
Wycliffite versions in the 14th century had translated the phrase (from the Vulgate) as, “but in ech word
that cometh `out of the Lordis mouth, `that is, bi manna, that cam down `at the heest of the Lord.” Several
later English translations would still feel the influence of the Vulgate upon them here,[24] and in some
ways the Vulgate and the LXX would both still sound echoes into all English translations for centuries to
come (including the KJV) in many passages. In 1526, William Tyndale produced the first translation of the
NT into English from the original Greek language, rather than from the Latin. Erasmus’ work had
convinced him of the importance of going back to the source languages and translating them literally (but
forcefully) into English. Tyndale began (but never finished) a similar project with the Hebrew Old
Testament. He published his translation of the Pentateuch in 1530, doing for the Old Testament Hebrew
text what his NT had done for the Greek, rendering from it (instead of Latin) for the first time into English
so that people could read from the source rather than from a translation of a translation of it. His Hebrew
was in fact even better than his Greek, and the sections of the OT which he completed are masterful
works worthy of being read even today. His translation of the passage thus literally rendered the Hebrew
text, “He humbled the and made the hongre and fed the with man which nether thou nor thy father
knewe of. to make the know that a man must not lyue by bred only: but by al that procedeth out of the
mouth of the Lorde must a man lyue.” This is perhaps the most literal and direct translation of the Hebrew
phrase into English possible. Miles Coverdale had tweaked Tyndale in minor ways (and produced his own
translation where Tyndale never finished) when he published the first complete Bible in English from the
original languages. The Coverdale Bible thus read, “He chastened the, and let the hunger, and fed the with
Manna (which thou and thy fathers knewe not) to make the knowe, that man lyueth not by bred onely,
but by all that proceadeth out of the mouth of the LORDE.” The Great Bible had changed the text slightly,
thus reading, “He humbled the, and suffred the to hongre, and fedd the with Manna, whych nether thou
nor thy fathers knewe of, to make the knowe, that a man doth not lyue by bread only: but by euery that
procedeth out of the mouth of the Lorde, doth a man lyue.” When the Bishop’s Bible was translated by the
leaders of the Church of England in 1568, they had rendered the text, similarly, incorporating the addition
from the Latin Vulgate or LXX, (something the Bishop’s Bible does on multiple occasions), but placing the
addition in brackets to explain that it was not part of the Hebrew text, and had come from the LXX. They
thus rendered the text, “He humbled thee, and suffered thee to hunger, & fed thee with Manna, which
neither thou nor thy fathers knewe of, to make thee knowe that a man doth not lyue by bread only: but by
euery [worde] that proceedeth out of the mouth of the Lorde, doth a man lyue,” The KJV was officially a
revision of the 1602 revision of the Bishop’s Bible (see Part II for details) so they retained the addition
from the LXX. However, while the Bishop’s Bible had employed brackets,[25] the KJV used italics to
designate additions that were not a translation of the original language text. Thus, the KJV text is signaling
by its use of italics here the addition to the text from the LXX or Vulgate.

Moses’ intent Behind the Phrase
One should thus understand that what Deut. 8:3 is teaching, in its context, is the importance of total
reliance upon God as the only source of blessings. Moses does this by recounting the wondering in the
wilderness and the time of hunger by the children of Israel, explaining that this was at the hand of God
that they might learn to depend upon Him. Moses intents to enforce this lesson upon Israel just prior to
entering the land, where they will face the related temptation that abundance brings. In the 2nd Temple
literature, this is how the text continued to be employed in Judaism– as an exhortation to rely fully upon
God for ones provision.

This is the interpretive milieu in which Jesus spent his childhood. He had clearly himself spent time
reflecting upon the text of Deuteronomy, and when he faced similar testing in the wilderness (and
specifically, similar hunger) he understood that like Israel, what was being tested was his reliance upon
God. Thus, when Satan tempted him to satiate his hunger by his own divine power, he saw through
Satan’s ploy and realized what was being attempted, and what was at stake. He drew upon the text of
Deuteronomy, reiterating as his strategy against Satan that he would trust God for his provision.  He
employed a form of the text which is either from the LXX, or from the so-called proto-Masoretic text
agreeing with the LXX, and like a master warrior used it to effectively combat Satan’s attack. Could Paul’s
later analogy of the Word of God as the “sword of the Spirit” (Eph. 6) perhaps have been born by
reflection upon the account drawn up by his friend Luke? Perhaps we cannot say for sure. What we can say
for sure is how Moses intended the text to function, and we are confident that (as Keener noted above)
Jesus is not misusing Scripture here. He is using the text in accordance with the intent of Moses in writing
it, as an exhortation to trust in God’s provision.

Matthew’s Intent Behind the Phrase
Matthew employs in his text the quotation by Jesus of the Deuteronomy 8:3 text, in the LXX form, [29]
Οὐκ ἐπ ̓ ἄρτῳ μόνῳ ζήσεται ἄνθρωπος, ἀλλ ̓ ἐπὶ παντὶ ῥήματι ἐκπορευομένῳ διὰ στόματος
Θεοῦ. (Mat 4:4 SCR). The phrase “every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” is thus worth
looking at in detail within the text of Matthew itself, especially the phrase “παντὶ ῥήματι,” translated in
the KJV, “Every word.” πᾶς is simply the adjective meaning “each, every, all.” The word, “ῥήματι” differs
slightly from the common Greek word “λογος” in its nuance. It refers to “that which is said, word, saying,
expression, or statement of any kind” (BDAG). The older Strong’s Lexicon gives the etymology of the word,
“ῥῆμα rhēma, hray'-mah; from G4483;” then defines the word as follows, “an utterance (individually,
collectively or specially); by implication, a matter or topic (especially of narration, command or dispute);
with a negative, naught whatever,” noting finally the ways the word is translated in the KJV, “:—+ evil, +
nothing, saying, word.”

Note that in no part of the Strong’s definition is there any particularly verbal focus. The word is often
translated as “saying” in the KJV, 30 which well captures its essence. It is also often translated, “word” as in
the text here. But one must understand what the translators meant by such a translation. Translating the
word “ῥῆμα” as “word” does not in any way demand a verbal focus. The word “word” in English does not
necessarily demand a particularly verbal focus. It can certainly have that meaning, but this is not the
common way it is employed in the KJV. It simply refers to a short discourse, as a saying, or an utterance.
Thus, “And Peter remembered the word of Jesus, which said unto him, Before the cock crow, thou shalt
deny me thrice. And he went out, and wept bitterly,” (Mat 26:75 KJV) where a whole sentence is the single
“word” Peter remembers. (C.F. Mark 14:72). Or “Then remembered I the word of the Lord, how that he said,
John indeed baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost,” (Act 11:16 KJV) where
again a whole sentence or saying is the singular “word” John had spoken. Or in Acts 28:25, “And when they
agreed not among themselves, they departed, after that Paul had spoken one word,” where the KJV
translators intend Paul’s “one word” to refer to the whole utterance of Acts 28:25b-28. Thus, the word
typically has reference to a particular “saying” or “utterance” or short discourse. There is nothing about the
word that demands reference to one particular (verbal) “word.” The Webster’s 1828 explains the varying
ways the English word can be employed;

“WORD, noun [G., Latin , to speak. A word is that which is uttered or thrown out.]
1. An articulate or vocal sound, or a combination of articulate and vocal sounds, uttered by the human
voice, and by custom expressing an idea or ideas; a single component part of human speech or language.
Thus a in English is a word; but few words consist of one letter only. Most words consist of tow or more
letters, as go, do, shall, called monosyllables, or of two or more syllables, as honor, goodness, amiable.
2. The letter or letters, written or printed, which represent a sound or combination of sounds.
3. A short discourse. Shall I vouchsafe your worship a word or two?
4. Talk; discourse. Why should calamity be full of words? Be thy words severe.
5. Dispute; verbal contention; as, some words grew between us.
6. Language; living speech; oral expression. The message was delivered by word of mouth.
7. Promise. He gave me his word he would pay me. Obey they parents; keep thy word justly.
8. Signal; order; command. Give the word through.
9. Account; tidings; message. Bring me word what is the issue of the contest.
10. Declaration; purpose expressed. I know you brave, and take you at your word
11. Declaration; affirmation. I desire not the reader should take my word
12. The Scripture; divine revelation, or any part of it. This is called the word of God.
13. Christ. John 1:1.
14. A motto; a short sentence; a proverb. A good word commendation; favorable account. And gave the
harmless fellow a good word. In word in declaration only. Let us not love in word only, neither in tongue;
but in deed and in truth. 1 John 3:18.”

While Webster’s 1-2 definition may be the most commonly employed in the English language as a whole,
they are some of the least commonly employed in the KJV translation. By far the most common usages of
the word in the English KJV are senses 3, 4, 7, 11, 12, 13, and 14.

Sometimes a verbal focus may be in view, but it seems unlikely at best that such a focus is in view in the
English translation of Matt. 4:4. Such a verbal focus is even less likely in the Greek text of Matt. 4:4. Such a
verbal focus is simply not present at all in the Hebrew text of Deut. 8:3, which lacks the word “word”
altogether. It is an expansion of the LXX form of the text, quoted in its expanded form by Jesus, translated
in that expanded form by the KJV, none of which intended to say more than the Hebrew text, or to create
a “verbal” focus not present in its origins.

The Relationship of the Text to the Biblical
Doctrine of Preservation
So what relevance does the phrase in Matt. 4:4 have for the doctrine of verbal preservation? Does this
statement that “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by ever word that proceedeth out of the mouth of
God” intend to teach that the written text of Scripture would be verbally preserved by God’s Divine
providence? We have seen several factors that must be considered. First, one must contend with the
original historical context of the temptation event itself. There is simply no understanding of the
temptation of Jesus which can make good sense of this phrase as teaching the preservation of the written
text of Scripture. As we have seen, the temptation to turn stones to bread may be interpreted in a variety
of different ways, and there may be slightly different nuances possible for each of those interpretations.
But under no plausible understanding is it possible to suggest logically that the temptation to turn stones
to bread could be countered by an assertion of the verbal preservation of written Scripture. Even if we
didn’t recognize the statement of Jesus as a quotation of an OT text, it would be clear from the immediate
context that Jesus is asserting by the phrase that he intends to depend fully upon his Father’s care, and
trust himself fully to his Father’s will, even if that will entails the forsaking of physical sustenance and
endurance of hunger.

In what bizarre world could a statement meaning “the written text of Scripture is verbally preserved” be
seen as a victorious response to the command to “turn these stones to bread?” Just try to play that out in
your head. “Come on Jesus, you’re hungry – turn these stones to bread.” “Sorry Satan, God promised that
scribes wouldn’t make errors when they copied the text of Scripture, and the Holy Spirit will providentially
ensure that the text of Scripture is never lost or corrupted in any way.” Huh? It’s something like saying that
when being tempted to lie that the correct response would be “no, I cant, because fuzzy cats have fur.” It
may be an entirely true statement, but it has zero relationship to the temptation at hand. Such an
understanding of the phrase simply wouldn’t make sense on any level. Saying that the response of Jesus to
Satan’s ploy was to assert the verbal preservation of Scripture may in fact be to suggest that Jesus never
successfully countered Satan’s attack at all. Biblical Christology, and the plain sense of the historical
context compel one to say otherwise.

Perhaps one might point out that in the next temptation Satan himself quotes Scripture, and one could
suggest that Satan intends to change the text of Scripture, and so misquotes it, and thus Jesus is asserting
that Scripture cannot be changed in response to this misquotation. There are several problems with such
an idea. First, if Satan is guilty here of “changing the text of Scripture” then so is almost every NT author
who quotes the OT at points. In fact, Satan’s “change” in this case is a relatively minor offense compared
to those committed by Paul, Hebrews, and Jesus himself in other places (or even the textual difference in
Jesus own quotation in this very passage of Deut. 6:13; see footnote above noting Jesus’ use of the LXX
form there verbally different from the MT). Satan’s quotation of Scripture is obviously not the problem. His
misapplication of it to this situation and perhaps interpretation of it is where he errs. Even more to the
point though, Satan doesn’t actually quote Scripture at all in the temptation to turn stones to bread. His
only quotation of Scripture comes in the temple temptation. To take an element unique to the temple
temptation and read it back into the temptation to turn stones to bread is to act as though after being
tempted yesterday to lust, one can conquer today’s temptation to be angry with ones coworker by
reminding oneself that lust is wrong. It would be akin to giving mathematical proofs in response to the
questions on a history exam, or like writing out the periodic table when asked to write an essay on how
Abraham Lincoln died. Teachers rarely give much credit to a student who does such things, and Jesus
would no more have “passed” such a test than our student would pass his history exam.

Beyond the historical context of the temptation, one must also wrestle with the literary context of this
Pericope in 4:1-11. If we are committed to Scripture as inspired Revelation, then the concern foremost on
our mind must be Matthew’s own intent in telling the story. What is Matthew saying to his Jewish-
Christian readers through this account? It seems on any account that he is describing the preparation of
Jesus to succeed where Israel and Adam and every other human has failed; to remain loyal to His Father’s
mission, despite the suffering it would bring, and to fully represent humanity by being fully and totally
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mission, despite the suffering it would bring, and to fully represent humanity by being fully and totally
human for every step of his chosen path. Matthew is showing that Jesus is our representative. What does
Matthew intend for this story to accomplish in his readers? Most likely, he intends their adoration and
respect for Jesus to grow as they realize that he has succeeded where they had failed. Yet despite that
successfully lived life of perfect conformity to the Father’s will, he would bear the suffering of a Servant
punished for iniquities not his own, even to the point of the cross. He would fully represent them. In what
way could this intent have to do with the verbal preservation of Scripture? That Scripture, (specifically the
OT passage of Duet. 6-8), plays some role in the account is obvious on even a cursory reading. But to
suggest that Matthew has some kind of bibliological intent instead of the clear Christological and
salvation-historical one is surely to miss Mathew’s point altogether.

Thirdly, one must reckon with the context and intent of the OT passage which is here quoted. Our phrase
is undeniably a quote by Jesus of the text in Duet. 8:3. To suggest that the phrase is teaching preservation
of any kind is to ignore the context of the Old Testament passage itself (Deut. 6-8 specifically, and all of 5-
11 as well). The intent of Moses there is clearly to teach that God’s people should be dependent upon him
for their provision. As we have seen, this is the point not only of the entire section which is so dominant in
the temptation narrative, it is the point of the historical event of the wilderness wanderings of Israel, and
it is the clear intent of Moses in retelling that narrative in the passage at hand. Further, this is clearly how
the text is understood in Jesus own time, as we have seen from the usage of the text in second temple
literature. It is clear that Jesus understands the text this way, which is what makes the text the perfect
response to Satan’s temptation. To suggest that Matthew is using that passage to teach something which
is contrary to what Moses intended is to suggest that Matthew is mishandling Scripture. This might in
theory be possible, however far this usage might be removed from authorial intent. But if this is the case
here, because the usage of Scripture is placed on Jesus’ lips as his own response to Satan, and because we
accept Matthew’s account as historically accurate, we cannot say that Matthew is ignoring the historical
context of Scripture here unless we are willing to charge Jesus with the same. Matthew is simply
recounting Jesus’ own statement. Surely, whatever one thinks about Matthew’s use of Scripture, this is less
acceptable to anyone who holds together both a high view of Jesus, and high view of Jesus’ own attitude
towards Scripture.

But finally, to suggest that the passage is teaching some kind of verbal preservation based on the phrase
“every word” in Mat. 4:4 is to fundamentally miss the point that this word of the phrase is not itself a part
of the Hebrew text of Deut. 8:3. It is an addition from the LXX translation of the Hebrew text into Greek.
To take an instance where the OT Hebrew text has been changed in translation, which translation is then
quoted in the NT, and then to use that very change itself as the basis of a doctrine which asserts that the
text
could never be changed is beyond absurd. Absurd is probably too kind a word. It is in fact the very
definition of shooting oneself in the foot.

To summarize, taking the phrase “but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” in
Matthew 4:4 as a promise of the verbal preservation of Scripture is to ignore the historical context of the
temptation itself, or perhaps even to assert that Jesus was less than successful in thwarting Satan. It is to
ignore the intent of Jesus in recounting the story to his disciples, and to contradict Matthew’s intent in
recounting the temptation of Jesus. It is to ignore or contravene the context of the OT text of Duet. 8:3,
and to suggest that either Moses, Jesus, or Matthew poorly misuses that text here. It is to argue quite
oxymoronically that a change in the wording of the OT text is proof that the wording of the OT text has
never been changed. It is not all that different in character or result from promising a jury that you will
produce proof that no murder weapon ever existed, only to uncover in their sight nothing less than the
proverbial smoking gun itself.
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