
Sermon for the First Sunday in Lent: Luke 4:1-13 
The Rev. Brooks Cato 

Back in 1864, Charles Baudelaire published a powerful short story called The Generous Gambler. A 
man walks into a card game, invited by the suave and charming Devil. Through the course of the game, they 
have a grand old time, guzzling drinks and smoking cigars, toasting to that “he-goat of hell” and debating, of all 
things, philosophy. The tale continues, and the man keeps betting his cards against his soul. And by the end of 
the night, the Devil’s cleaned him out. But the Devil, in all his supposed generosity, tells the man that he’ll have 
all the riches, all the loves, all the power in the world to make up for what he’s lost. A generous gambler, 
indeed. He’s overwhelmed with gratitude, but on the way home, the man begins to doubt whether the Devil 
really can come through on all those amazing promises. So, as he prepares for bed, he says his nighttime 
prayers. And as he drifts off to sleep, the story ends with those prayers, repeated through the weight of slumber. 
He prays, “My God, My Lord, My God! Do let the Devil keep his word with me!” 

One of the things I’m trying to make sense of these days is what exactly the Biblical authors mean when 
they talk about the Devil. In spite of our modern viewpoints, it sure doesn’t seem like they used the Devil as a 
metaphor. The Devil was real to them, very real. And the Devil had minions, armies even, that did his dirty 
work. The Devil and his demons, well they show up all over scripture, and they’ve got a lot of names. Devils, 
Evil Spirits, Satan, Legion, The Devil, The Evil One, The Serpent, The Adversary, The Accuser, and those are 
just the ordinary names.  There’s Beelzebub, Belial, Lucifer -- the morning star and, troublingly, the God of 
This World. The list goes on and on.  

In scripture, Evil is almost always a real, tangible entity, just the kind of thing you’d run into on the 
street and play cards with, or the kind of thing you’d run into alone in the desert. And that’s where Jesus crosses 
paths with the Devil today. Jesus, fresh off a baptism and new to this whole anointed ministry thing, Jesus goes 
into the wilderness and fasts. And just as he’s finishing his 40 days, getting ready to head home, the Devil pops 
in. “Take some food from that stone,” he says. Nothing wrong with that, not really. Moses took water from a 
stone in the desert, and God sent him bread from heaven. “Rule over all the kingdoms of the earth,” he says. 
Nothing wrong with that, either. David was made king -- a man after God’s own heart. How much more when 
Jesus lands on the throne? “Leap from this place and prove that God protects God’s own.” This one’s tougher to 
sort out, but if you had the chance to really prove that God had your back, wouldn’t you? But temptation’s not 
about those things, not really. It’s not about stones or thrones or unbroken bones. It’s about getting there the 
wrong way, with the Devil instead of God. And that’s not a gamble Jesus’ll take.  

See, the author of Luke doesn’t say Jesus is metaphorically tempted. He says the Devil was really and 
truly there, and an exhausted Jesus fended him off. The Devil here isn’t the hallucination of a food-starved 
mind, he is Evil Incarnate. Now, I know there are a fair number of places in scripture where the authors talk 
about physical ailments as demons. Just last week, Jesus cured an epileptic that they called demon-possesed. 
That’s not what I’m talking about here. I’m not talking about The Devil as a stand-in for scientific ignorance. 
What I’m talking about is the mover-and-shaker Devil, those times where it’s not something that can be 
explained away by a new genetic test. I’m talking about capital “e” Evil.  

Now stay with me, I know this is hard stuff. I have a hard time with the Devil, which seems natural 
enough. God, some days God’s a hard enough pill to swallow, and God’s all-good! But the Devil? Well, if I had 
my druthers, I’d rather not believe that the Devil exists. It’d be a much nicer world without him. But I think 
that’s what the Devil wants. If I can imagine away the Devil, I wonder what else I could imagine away. Would I 
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imagine that things are the way they are only because of chance? Would I imagine that people are just 
sometimes awful? Or, worse yet, would I toss my hands up and say, “Huh, what’re ya gonna do?”  

It kind of reminds me of when I was a little kid, and I’d get scared of monsters hiding under the bed. 
Well, we all know the best way to make them go away was to hide under the covers. If I couldn’t see the 
shadows they lurked in, then they didn’t exist. And if they didn’t exist, then I could sleep in the blissful 
certainty that I was safe. Y’all, the Devil’s got his shadows, but he doesn’t just go away because we pull the 
sheets up. I wonder about this whole Devil-doesn’t-exist-because-I-don’t-want-him-to thing. I can think of a lot 
of things I don’t want to exist. Mosquitoes, for example. But I’ve been bitten by  mosquitoes through bedsheets 
before. Look, I wish I could hide from the Devil and all his works, but that’s about as effective as hiding from 
God and all of his. Trouble is, denying either is a point in the Devil’s favor. And that’s not a gamble I’m ready 
to take.  

Maybe this Lent, something we oughta be doing is keeping our eyes open. There are evils around us, 
and that’s tough to admit. But we see the results of evil in all sorts of places. Racism is evil. Classism is evil. 
Exclusion is evil. Having to set our clocks ahead an hour on Sunday might be evil - jury’s still out on that one. 
But I’m afraid if we metaphor-ize the Devil too much, we’ll only fight the symptoms and never get to the root 
cause, or worse yet, convince ourselves there is no root cause.  

Back in that Baudelaire story, buried in the middle of that metaphysical card game, there’s a great line. 
The Devil says he’s only really been scared one time: when a preacher cried out in the pulpit “that the loveliest 
trick of the Devil is convincing the world he doesn’t exist.” Folks, evil is real, but if the Christian story has 
anything to teach us, it’s that God wins. We see that over and over, as many times as we see the Devil and then 
some. God wins. In the desert, God wins. On the cross, God wins. And in you good people of faith, God wins. 
Now that’s a gamble I’m ready to take. Because God wins.  
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