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Lenten Fast/Lenten Food: Kingdoms, Marshmallows and Other Temptations 

Luke 4:1-13, Psalm 91 

February 17, 2013 

UUMC 

In an interview on National Public Radio yesterday morning, Fr. James Martin, a 

Jesuit priest and the cultural editor of the Jesuit magazine America, was asked to 

comment on the recent resignation of Pope Benedict.  His first response, Martin 

said, was great admiration for the freedom it took to do something like that.  His 

second response was “Boy, he sure has raised the bar when it comes to giving 

something up for Lent.” 

Our worship services during this season of Lent are asking us what we should 

“give up” – not just for Lent, but for life – and what provides us with real “food,” 

real nourishment – for Lent and for life.  We all know the temptation of Fast Food 

– something quick and easy, but only temporarily filling and not very good for us.  

What similar temptations deceive us into thinking we’ve been nourished, but leave 

us empty and hungry in the long run?  What is real spiritual nourishment? 

We begin our examination of Lenten fasting and feasting with the biblical story 

that has long been assigned to the first Sunday in Lent: Jesus’ temptation in the 

wilderness. 
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Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit…was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where 

for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those 

days, and when they were over, he was famished. The devil said to him, ‘If 

you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.’ 

Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, “One does not live by bread alone.” ’  

Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of 

the world. And the devil said to him, “If you will worship me, it will all be 

yours.’ Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, “Worship the Lord your God, and 

serve only him.” ’  

Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the 

temple, saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from 

here.”  Jesus answered him, ‘It is said, “Do not put the Lord your God to the 

test.” ’  

It’s quite possible, I think, that the Pope timed his resignation to be announced 

shortly before almost all Christians around the world, and certainly all Roman 

Catholics around the world, would hear this passage read in their worship services.   

Before I go any further and allow for the possibility that you think I am equating 

the Pope with Jesus, let me be clear that I am not!  After all, the Pope is the head of 
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the church that would deny me my calling as an ordained minister.  For that reason 

and many others, I am not a fan of Roman Catholic doctrine, or of the office of the 

Pope, or – to be honest – of the opinions of the man who currently holds that 

office.   

We must also acknowledge the possibility that, as more than one commentator has 

suggested, the Pope’s resignation may somehow be connected to the apparently-

endless sex abuse scandal that continues to rock the Roman Catholic Church. 

Acknowledging all these contingencies, the Pope’s resignation does provide us 

with a contemporary example of someone turning away from an opportunity to 

exercise tremendous power.  It appears to be an example of someone who 

recognizes their own limitations and acts with remarkable self-control. 

In yesterday’s radio interview, Fr. Martin explained what he meant when he said 

that it took “freedom” to resign from the papacy.  “It’s a sign of spiritual freedom; 

rare is the person today who will relinquish power voluntarily.  It reminds us that 

no one is indispensible.  As my spiritual director likes to say: There’s good news 

and there’s better news.  The good news is that there is a Messiah.  The better news 

is that it’s not you.” 
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It was the Messiah, of course, who faced down the devil in the wilderness.  All 

three synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke, include some version of this 

story which is known as “The Temptation of Jesus.”  In Luke’s version, the story is 

told in such a way as to set up a contrast between the first son of God, Adam, and 

the newly revealed Son of God, Jesus.   

• Both are tempted to eat when they are not supposed to.  Adam succumbs, 

Jesus resists.   

• The serpent tells Adam that he can have something even better than what 

God has already provided.  The devil offers Jesus all the kingdoms of the 

world.  Adam believes, Jesus resists.   

• The serpent tells Adam that he can be like God.  The devil tempts Jesus to 

prove that he is the Son of God.  Adam jumps at the chance; Jesus resists.   

This story is meant to teach us, it seems, that the ability to resist temptation is what 

sets Jesus apart from Adam.  It is what the rest of us should be aiming for. 

Resisting temptation is lauded as the goal of our spiritual striving. 

A famous study conducted at Stanford University in 1972 examined the issue of 

temptation in human life.  Specifically it asked why some people are able to resist 

temptation more successfully than others.  And the answer it came up with is that 

some people are just born that way. 
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The Stanford researchers arrived at this conclusion by presenting a tempting 

situation to young children, recording their responses and then tracking those 

children over the years as they grew up.  The tempting situation had to do with 

marshmallows.  The children were asked whether they would prefer one 

marshmallow now…or two marshmallows later.  

The study found that that a kid's ability to wait for a larger reward (two 

marshmallows) instead of taking an immediate small one (a single marshmallow) 

was correlated to their success later in life.  It showed that kids with the self-

control to wait for a larger reward do better on the SATs, have fewer substance 

abuse problems and have better social skills later in life.  And the researchers 

concluded that this important, future-determining characteristic, self-control, was 

largely intrinsic: you were either born with it or you weren’t.   

The experiment spawned a great deal of writing and studies on the subject of self-

control, including the idea that lower-income people stay low income because they 

don't have self-control. A story on Business Insider.com from just last year 

suggested that all the 99% of us who are not wildly wealthy need to succeed is a 

little willpower. 
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A recent variation of the Marshmallow Study, however, challenged that fatalistic 

conclusion.  It demonstrated that environment has much more to do with our 

ability to resist temptation than was previously thought.    

The new study, published on October 11 of last year in the journal Cognition and 

also reported on Business Insider, manipulated the children’s pre-marshmallow 

environment in such a way that some of the kids considered the researchers 

trustworthy while others considered the researchers untrustworthy.  Previous to any 

mentions of marshmallows, the young subjects were promised a super-duper art 

supply kit with which to complete an initial task.  Some of them got the kit – a 

glorious supply of markers, glue, scissors and sequins – and some of them were 

told that, even though it had been promised, the kits had all been used and were, 

unfortunately, not available anymore.  A handful of used crayons would have to 

do. 

Then came the marshmallow test.  The same children were given the choice from 

the 1972 study: would you like one marshmallow now…or two marshmallows 

later? 

If ever there were a time when I wished I could show you a picture, this is it.  The 

photos of those 5 year olds, alone in the research room, trying with every ounce of 
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their young selves to resist eating the single marshmallow that sits right in front of 

their noses – are worth thousands of words.  Let’s just say we can all relate.   

• The leftover birthday cake…or the fat-free yogurt.   

• The crème brulee…or the fruit plate.   

• The French fries…or the small side salad.   

The results of the study surprised even the researchers. When interacting with a 

reliable experimenter, one who had previously followed through with their promise 

of the art supply kit, the kids waited four times longer for the researcher to come 

back with that second marshmallow.  They waited, on average, 12 minutes instead 

of 3 minutes, before giving into temptation and eating that first, single 

marshmallow. 

In other words, resisting temptation is easier if you trust your environment.  

Waiting for the second marshmallow makes sense if you have evidence that the 

person in charge is reliable.   

This has obvious implications for understanding why children who grow up in 

unstable homes are more likely to choose an immediate reward and less likely to 

believe that delaying it will improve their situation.  It isn’t a reflection of your 
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innate self-control; it’s the consequence of not being able to trust the people in 

charge.   

Questions of self-control, resisting temptation, exercising willpower turn out to be, 

at bottom, all about trust.  This is true of the marshmallow study, and it’s true of 

our Gospel reading. 

The devil sows mistrust: you may go hungry; you do not have enough; you can’t 

trust God to take care of you.  In each case Jesus replies with Scripture.  Over the 

years people have made a great deal about that, encouraging us to believe that 

quoting Bible verses is a sufficient and effective response to life’s challenges.  This 

point of view seems to ignore the fact that the devil also quotes Scripture.   

Dr. David Lose of Luther Seminary says that “it’s not so much that Jesus quotes 

Scripture to deflect temptation as it is that Jesus finds in Scripture the words to 

give voice to his trust. Because at the heart of each reply is Jesus’ absolute trust in 

God for his identity and future.” 

There is a crucial link between trust and temptation. To the degree that we allow 

our natural insecurity to lead us to mistrust God, we are open to the appeal of the 

proposition that it is all up to us, that God is not able to provide and so we’d better 
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take matters into our own hands.  We listen to the serpent, we reach for the 

apple…or the marshmallow…and we eat.  

But to the degree that we trust God for our daily needs, for a sense of purpose, for 

our identity as children of God, it becomes possible to resist the temptations of the 

world.  It becomes possible to live by the promise of God who is – more than any 

human authority – worthy of trust. 

The Temptation story in the Gospel of Luke is a story about how Jesus knew 

whom to trust.  It teaches us that placing our trust in God is not a recipe for human 

success but is the way to feed and nourish a more important kind of “success” – a 

relationship with God that withstands the trials and tribulations of human life. 

The devil tries his hardest to convince Jesus – and us – that those very trials and 

tribulations are proof that God is not reliable.  He even quotes Scripture to that 

effect: 

If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written, “He 

will command his angels concerning you, to protect you”, and “On their hands they 

will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’ That comes 

straight from today’s psalm, number 91, verses 11-12. 
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Maybe you have encountered this kind of thinking before.  Maybe you’ve even 

considered it yourself: if only I believe enough, if only my faith is strong enough, 

nothing bad will happen to me.  And if some misfortune occurs, well, it must be 

my fault, a sign of my unbelief.   

Experience, of course, teaches us differently.  People of faith get cancer, find 

themselves in desperate situations, die as a result of violence.  People of faith can 

be crushed in spirit by poverty and broken in body and mind by abuse.  People who 

trust God are acquainted with grief. 

Jesus himself cries out from the cross: “O God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?”  He uses the words of the 22
nd
 Psalm to express his pain.  Even the other 

psalms demonstrate the falsity of this notion of faith as insurance against trouble.    

To pick-and-choose your way through the Bible is – as Luke the Gospel writer so 

brilliantly shows us – nothing less than demonic.  The psalms aren’t meant to be 

read individually.  Nothing in the Bible is meant to be dissected from the larger 

canon and read like a fortune cookie message.   

Both our own experiences and the voices of many of the other psalms tell us that 

trusting God is not a vaccination against trouble and pain.  The 91
st
 Psalm isn’t 

meant to be taken literally.  It’s an expression of what trust-in-God feels like.  It is 
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filled with poetic images of utter reliance on God, of freedom from fear and the 

confidence that this freedom produces. 

People can’t be argued into feeling that kind of security.  They can’t be convinced 

with logic.  They have to feel it, experience it.  This psalm is trying to give us a 

taste of this feeling: freedom from fear -- a freedom that allows us to try new 

things, to risk, to explore, to love, to feel, to act without the constraining influence 

of anxiety.  This kind of freedom allows us to reject conventional understandings 

of success…like biggest house or the newest clothes or the largest church…or the 

top position in the Vatican…or all the kingdoms of the world. 

In this Lenten season – from now until Easter Sunday, March 31 – I invite you to 

consider what prevents you from trusting God.  Can you fast from those 

temptations?  Can you abstain from fear, anxiety, the need for social approval, 

the desire for human success?  Can you, instead, be fed by God’s promise to be 

with you always, in every waking and sleeping moment?  Can you feast on all that 

God gives you to be the strong, free child of God you were created to be? 

  



12 

 

References 

Catholics React To Pope's Rare Retirement.  Interview by Scott Simon on Weekend Edition 

Saturday.  February 16, 2013 8:00 AM. http://www.npr.org/2013/02/16/172175231/how-will-

catholics-react-to-popes-rare-retirement 

Eric Falkenstein. What The 99% Really Need Is A Little Willpower. Posted on Falkenblog, Dec. 

14, 2011, 7:45 AM.  http://www.businessinsider.com/what-the-99-really-need-is-a-little-

willpower-2011-12 

Justo Gonzalez.  Belief, A Theological Commentary on the Bible: Luke.  Gen eds., Amy 

Plantinga Pauw, William C. Placher. Westminster John Knox Press: 2010. 

Paul O. Myhre. First Sunday in Lent, Commentary on the Psalm: Psalm 91:1-2, 9-16. On 

Working Preacher.org. http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?tab=5&alt=1 

Jennifer Welsh. New Marshmallow Study Challenges Conventional Thinking About Willpower. 

Posted on BusinessInsider, Oct. 12, 2012, 10:42 AM. 

http://www.businessinsider.com/environment-and-marshmallow-self-control-study-2012-

10#ixzz2L5JortnT 

Click the video in the above web article to see some adorable kids eating marshmallows. 

 


