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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
UCCB 
February 14, 2016 
The Devil’s Pizza 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Three weeks ago, during a Council meeting, I received this text from my beloved 
husband:  “Paul’s epistle to Cynthia, chapter 4, verse 12:  Thou shalt not eat thy last 
piece of pizza.”  He was responding to my earlier text, when I listed his dinner options, 
which included the piece of homemade pizza my oldest son, Spenser, had not inhaled.  
I told Paul he could have the pizza.  But he wasn’t falling for it.  Through behavioral 
modification I have trained him to leave the last piece of pizza alone, no matter what.   
 
There was that time, early in our marriage, when we were moving, had gotten 
everything out of the apartment, and were about to climb in the truck.  I went back in to 
grab the pizza leftover from dinner the night before.  When I couldn’t find it, Paul had to 
tell me he’d thrown it away.  I don’t remember this at all, but Paul claims I burst into 
tears.   
 
I wish I could say that was the last time I cried over food.  I was very pregnant at the 
time, so I think I had a little excuse, but the truth is that last December I hassled Paul for 
eating the last piece of pizza I was saving for after a long evening meeting.  And I am 
not pregnant. 
 
There are two reasons pizza is such an issue.  One, it is my weakness, my favorite 
food.  But also, when I am hungry, my patience goes right out the window.  We bought 
Spenser a t-shirt that says “Sorry for what I said when I was hungry.”  But everybody in 
our family knows where he gets that from. 
 
I think about how I’d fare if the Spirit dragged me into the wilderness, made me fast from 
food for 40 days, and then the devil tempted me.  On the one hand, having seen what 
I’m like when I’m really hungry, I think the devil would have more to worry about than 
me.  But I was also thinking that if the devil said, “Worship me and I’ll give you this 
pizza” I don’t have a lot of confidence in my resolve. 
 
This morning’s scripture text gives us a fantastic, supernatural story with no 
eyewitnesses.  Jesus, freshly baptized, is taken “by the spirit” into the wilderness.  He 
survives for 40 days without food or water, and he is tempted by “the devil”.  As one 
preacher has written, it is a story that speaks not to an outside truth, but to an inside 
truth.  We approach this text not to debate whether or not it literally happened, but to 
explore what meaning such a story might have had for its author and early audience, 
and to discover the significance within the story for the meaning-making in our own 
lives. 
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The narrative of Jesus in the wilderness is traditionally told every year at the beginning 
of the season of Lent; in fact, the story is the foundation of Lent.  Lent is the 40 days 
(not including Sundays) leading up to Easter; the same length of time Jesus was in the 
desert.  And Lent traditionally includes acts of self-denial such as fasting.  The purpose 
of Lent is to prepare for the celebration of Easter; before Christians come to a day of 
brightness and joy, they meditate on life’s darkness and struggles.  Jesus’ time in the 
wilderness was preparation for his ministry; before he was ready to preach and teach 
and heal others, he had to wrestle his own demons.   
 
In the scripture passage, Jesus’ demons are personified as the devil, who comes to 
tempt Jesus.  The devil’s temptation of Jesus is an effort to get him to use and abuse 
power God has given him.  The devil comes to a hungry Jesus and says “I know you’re 
hungry.  Turn that stone into a loaf of bread so you can have something to eat.”  Jesus 
answers, “One does not live by bread alone.”  “Okay”, says the devil, “Then how about 
you worship me, and I’ll give you authority over all the kingdoms of the world.”  Jesus 
refuses, saying, “It is also written that we are to worship God and serve only God.”  The 
devil tries one more time, “Then how about you throw yourself down from the highest 
point of the Temple and let God’s angels rescue you.”  Jesus says, “Nope, it is written 
that we are not to put God to a test.”  
 
Three times the devil tempts Jesus, three times Jesus refuses.  Each refusal is actually 
a quote from Deuteronomy, a book in the Hebrew scriptures that details the laws the 
children of Israel are to follow in the Promised Land.  By quoting what would have been 
well-known scripture passages, the character of Jesus is grounding himself in Jewish 
tradition, and foreshadowing what he will later declare, that his ministry is a fulfillment of 
scripture. 
 
This morning’s scripture story is found in three of the four gospels, Mark and Matthew 
along with today’s version from Luke.  These three gospels are known as the 
“synoptics”, which means “seeing together”, because the three present a similar “view” 
of Jesus.  The passage clarifies for the reader Luke’s understanding of the meaning of 
Jesus as Messiah.  The early Christians believed that Jesus was the Messiah, sent to 
earth to bring God’s kindom of justice and peace.  But just how that would work was up 
for debate.  Some expected a king or a warrior who would overthrow Rome and 
reestablish the kingdom of Israel.  This Messiah would be focused on political power.  
But Jesus refuses to take command of the kingdoms of the world as a declaration that 
he does not come as a conqueror.  Others looked for a priestly figure to purity the 
worship of Israel.  This Messiah would be focused on religious power.  But Jesus’ 
unwillingness to throw himself off the Temple and let the angels rescue him represents 
Luke’s belief that Jesus’ focus will not be on purifying worship.  Many early Christians 
were entranced by the imagery of a “new age” that the Messiah would bring in, with 
fantastic harvests.  This Messiah would be focused on the economic power that a 
harvest represents to an agrarian economy.  But Jesus won’t even turn a stone into 
bread.  So Jesus the Messiah isn’t about political power or religious power or economic 
power.   
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For Luke, Jesus is a Messiah who is absolutely unwilling to abuse or misuse his power, 
even at great cost to himself.  The reader supposedly knows that Jesus could do any of 
these things in a heartbeat, but he chooses not to because it would be inappropriate, 
satisfying to the devil, conceding to popular demands.  The devil is trying to draw Jesus 
to him, away from God.  Instead, Jesus double-downs in his relationship with God.  The 
devil temps, “Worship me” and Jesus quotes scripture, “Worship the Lord your God, and 
serve only God.”  He’s hungry, he’s exhausted, he’s got the devil for company, he hasn’t 
had a bath in over a month.  And he stays grounded in God.  It’s easy to picture a cocky 
Jesus tossing off one-liners much to the devil’s frustration.  Instead, visualize a Jesus 
exhausted and starving, with all his strength and patience used up, feeling hopeless and 
depressed.  He utters scripture not with an arrogant assurance of God’s power, but as a 
practice to remind himself of God’s presence.  The wilderness is overwhelming, the 
temptations are real, and Jesus stays grounded in God. 
 
There are many ways to understand the temptations with which the devil challenges 
Jesus.  One commentator describes them as “bread, power and safety”:  the stone 
turned into bread, the power of all the world’s leaders, the safety of rescuing angels.  
Maybe we haven’t been tempted by those things, exactly, but we’ve surely been 
tempted.  “Youth, beauty and wealth.  Or confidence, fame, and security.” (David Lose)  
Comfort, control, success.  Bright and shiny temptations that call to us.  The media 
campaign that promises us happiness once we buy this product, the politician that 
assures us of safety if we do things their way, the diet-and-exercise plan that will make 
us live forever, the old messages from our family system that offers acceptance in 
exchange for silence or compliance.  Tempting. 
 
All of these temptations proclaim a subtle message:  we are not enough.  We are not 
okay.  We are not worthy of God’s love, of each other’s love.  This is the real demon in 
our world, these messages that we should be afraid, we are inadequate, we should feel 
guilty.  But Jesus, right before he went into the wilderness, was baptized in the Jordan.  
He rose out of the water and heard a voice proclaim, “This is my Beloved.  In him I am 
well pleased.” 
 
This is the same message God gives us, as we head into the wildernesses of our lives:  
“You are my Beloved.”  God loves us, just as we are, right now, no matter what.  The 
demon voices of fear and scarcity might be very loud, but God’s voice is as steady as 
our heartbeat, our breath:  You are loved, you are loved, you are loved. 
 
The story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness is always offered the first Sunday of 
Lent.  But rarely is that day also Valentine’s Day.  At first glimpse this story has nothing 
to do with a holiday all about red hearts and flowers.  But it turns out it is the perfect 
story for such a day.  God loves you, fully and overflowingly.  When the world is 
tempting you to be afraid, to doubt or hate yourself, remember, you are loved.  Not in a 
way that fades like a paper valentine, but in each atom of your being, from before you 
were born until forever.  God loves you.  Just as you are, right now. 
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As I mentioned, Lent is traditionally patterned after the story of Jesus in the wilderness:  
Jesus fasted, so Christians also “give up” something for Lent.  Jesus resisted the 
temptation of bread, power and safety, so we resist the temptation of chocolate, meat, 
wine.  And it can be very meaningful to practice sacrifice, to give something up and see 
what happens.  If that’s your practice this year, lovely, and I’d like to hear more about it. 
 
But it might be equally powerful, and certainly scriptural, to follow Jesus example of 
what he chose instead of the devil’s temptations; his relationship with God.  Instead of 
bread, power and safety, Jesus chose God, God’s presence, God’s guidance, God’s 
love. 
 
So for the next six weeks or so, consider joining Jesus in grounding yourself in God.  I 
offered one way to do that in the Vestry newsletter and the Flash; consider adding 40 
minutes with God.  40 minutes, between now and Easter; not 40 minutes a day or a 
week or a month, just 40 minutes total.  Meditate, pray, read, sing, worship.  Just, in 
some small way, turn away from the world’s temptations to focus on scarcity and fear, 
and instead ground yourself in God’s proclamation that you are enough, you are okay, 
you are loved. 
 
But don’t, my friends, let this invitation be another temptation.  “Oh, I should totally sign 
up to do that.  If I do that, then I’ll be supporting Cindy / finally feel better / get this “God” 
thing.”  Don’t let this invitation be a devil’s whisper that you are not spiritual enough, not 
“doing” enough to connect to God.  Like the fear-mongering of a politician or the 
promises of an advertisement or the old messages of family dysfunction, those are lies.  
There is nothing you “should” do for God to love you.  YOU are beloved.  You ARE 
beloved.  You are BELOVED.  Amen. 
 
 


