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 That the temptation in the wilderness is a 
most important portion of our Saviour’s history 
may be fairly presumed from the prominence 
given to it in the evangelic record. It is minutely 
detailed by Matthew and Luke, and noticed in 
general terms in the compendious Gospel of 
Mark. No part of the New Testament has been 
more perplexing to the pride of human reason. To 
say nothing of those who have turned the whole 
account into ridicule and made it a pretext for 
rejecting the authenticity of the narrative, many 
have adopted explanations which, though 
originating in the professed purpose of obviating 
difficulties, have terminated in others greater than 
those that were attempted to be removed. Among 
that class of writers tinged with Rationalism the 
impression is universal that the facts are not to be 
literally taken as they stand in the record. It is 
assumed that such a personal conflict of Christ 
and Satan, under the precise circumstances 

                                                 
1 Editorial note: “What follows on the subject of our Lord’s temptation was the 
substance of a discourse delivered May 21, 1854, in the chapel of the South 
Carolina College, and on the following Sunday in Glebe Street Church, 

detailed by the Evangelists, is altogether 
incredible. Especially the transportation to the 
temple and to the mountain, the momentary 
exhibition of all the kingdoms of the world and 
their glory, the shocking proposal to worship the 
Devil – these are said to be so intrinsically 
improbably as facts that, to save the credit of the 
Evangelists, we must regard them as the drapery 
in which they have chosen to invest a spiritual 
conflict in the soul of Jesus. They were 
suggestions made to His imagination – visions of 
His own mind. Some have gone so far as to make 
them the products of His own thought. 
 In order to add to the incredibility of the 
narrative, circumstances have been forced into it 
which do not properly belong to it, such as that 
Satan transported Jesus through the air, so as to 
put Him at one time on the pinnacle of the 
temple, and at another on the summit of a 
mountain. There is not a word of this in the 
Gospels. Their language implies no more than 
that Christ went to these places and that Satan 
accompanied Him; and the inference is that as He 

Charleston. It was based upon the records of the transaction in the three 
Gospels. One who heard it has testified to its marvelous power and force as 
delivered, but it has never before appeared in print.” 



was led up of the Spirit into the wilderness, so it 
was under a Divine impulse that He submitted to 
the continuance of the temptation in these places. 
There is no more intimation of a miraculous 
conduct to the temple or the mountain than to the 
first scene of the conflict – least of all is it 
intimated that a real miracle was wrought by the 
Devil. 
 But the ground upon which the narrative is 
set aside, supposing the facts to be as just 
represented, is altogether fallacious. It is assumed 
that intrinsic probability is the measure of the 
credibility of testimony – that we believe a 
witness, not for himself, but on account of the 
nature of his testimony. On the contrary, 
testimony is a positive source of knowledge, to be 
credited on its own account, and to be judged of 
by its own laws. There is but a single case in which 
it can be set aside by intrinsic improbability – in 
other words, when it involves a contradiction, a 
contradiction to itself or to some known truth. It 
then becomes an absolute improbability; and as 
testimony, and indeed all evidence, is only within 
the limits of the possible, there can be no real 
testimony in any such cases. What pretends to be 
so must be sheer lying or gross delusion. But as 

there is nothing in this narrative contradictory to 
itself or to any known truth, there is nothing 
which puts it beyond the range of testimony. The 
facts are possible, and therefore can be rendered 
credible. 
 Is it objected that they are unlike our 
ordinary experience? In the first place, it may be 
answered, that analogy itself is the creature of 
testimony, and in the second, that diversity of 
existences is as much characteristic of nature as 
uniformity of law. The same laws indeed may 
pervade, the same great principles be involved in 
a multitude of facts which have not a single 
phenomenal point of resemblance. Look at the 
variety of beings among animals, unlike in 
everything but the laws of organic life. Look at the 
varieties of inorganic matter, unlike in everything 
but the great laws of attraction or repulsion. Just 
so the facts before us may be new – wholly diverse 
as phenomena from anything that we have ever 
witnessed – and yet they may turn upon moral 
principles as broad as the universe. It is not 
reason, therefore, but arrogance, that sets them 
aside in their literal significancy.  
 Taking them, then, precisely as they are 
recorded, let us endeavor to study their import: 



 1. Christ is here to be considered in His 
public character as the representative of men and 
of unfallen angels. His mission upon earth was to 
redeem the seed of Abraham and confirm the 
angels that had kept their first estate. His work 
was much more extensive than that of Adam. The 
benefits of Adam’s obedience we have no reason 
to believe would have transcended his own race; 
those of Christ’s were to extend to principalities 
and powers, to angels and archangels, cherubim 
and seraphim. The great problem was to be solved 
whether, on the principle of probationary 
government, an end could be put to sin. 
 2. The trial must be more severe and 
protracted than that to which Adam was 
subjected, for two reasons: (1.) The magnitude of 
the benefits to accrue from its successes; and (2.) 
As a vindication of the principle of which man 
had fallen. It must be shown that, in still more 
unfavourable circumstances than those in which 
Adam was placed, human nature is capable of 
maintaining its integrity. 
 3. In this aspect, as a vindication of the 
Covenant of Works, it behoved to be public, and 
to be conducted upon the same principles with 
the trial in the garden of Eden. It was public, it 

was notorious to angels, notorious to devils, and 
has been made notorious to men. It did turn upon 
the same principles with the Adamic trial, which 
was essentially the test of obedience through 
impulses intrinsically lawful.  
 From these considerations it must have 
been a real trial, a severe trial, and one in which 
success was glorious. The destinies of the universe 
actually turned upon it. The bitterness and 
intensity of it may be seen from comparing it with 
the trial of Adam: 
 1. The place. Adam’s was in the garden of 
Eden – this in the wilderness. Adam’s, with a 
companion to relieve his solitude – Christ alone. 
Adam’s, with the beasts tamed and in harmonious 
subjection to his authority – Christ among the 
beasts, wild and savage. Adam’s, in the midst of 
plenty and abundance – Christ struggle with 
hunger. How differently were the two placed! 
How favourable the circumstances in one case! 
How unfavourable in the other! 
 2. The extent of the trial – that is, the points 
at which both might be assailed. The test to Adam 
was condensed into a simple precept involving 
comparatively no self-denial. He could not fall as 
long as he abstained from the one tree of the 



garden. Christ was open to assaults upon all 
points. Every appetite, every impulse, every active 
principle of human nature might be plied with 
arguments, and success at any point would have 
been ruinous. There was but one sin against which 
Adam in the first instance was not absolutely 
guarded. Christ must rely upon His integrity to 
preserve Him from all. Behold, therefore, the 
severity of the conflict by which men have been 
redeemed and angels confirmed! 
 3. The thing to be tested in both trials was 
allegiance to God, and the mode of attack is 
adapted to the different circumstances of the 
parties. Adam was only a man, and the insinuation 
to him was that he was a god in capacity, and had 
only to put the thing to the proof. Christ was the 
Son of God, and the insinuation to Him was that 
He was only a man, and He was challenged to put 
to the proof His claims to being considered as 
anything more. 
 This, then, is the light in which the whole 
case is to be regarded – as the second probation 
of the world. Christ is the second Adam – the 
head of a family consisting alike of angels and of 
men. His success proves –  

 1. That the race had not been hardly dealt 
with in Adam – that they might have stood, that 
they might easily have stood. The argument is 
from the greater to the less. 
 2. It illustrates the sublimity of Christ’s 
virtue. Here was a human being who actually did 
pass through the world from the cradle to the 
grave without sin. If He had been placed in only 
ordinary circumstances, this is a truly astonishing 
phenomenon. The most humble and retired man 
is seduced on all hands in a world like this, where 
sin has reigned for thousands of years. But the 
case of Jesus is remarkable in that He was exposed 
to special and extraordinary trials. He was 
providentially dealt with as if He had been a 
sinner. The world and the Devil were let loose 
upon Him with aggravated intensity. The severity 
of the conflict was condensed into two periods – 
one at the commencement and the other at the 
close of His career – and yet He held fast His 
integrity. This is godlike virtue. Well did Paul say, 
If any man loves not the Lord Jesus, let him be 
Anathema Maranatha! 
 3. Individual life is an analogue of the 
dispensation which rules the history of the race. 
There are crises in the history of each of us – 



points at which a determinate direction is given to 
the character, whether intellectual or moral. The 
will stands face to face with some great question 
of duty; we debate it; we meditate; there is an 
earnest and bitter conflict – an agony; the issue 
gives a tremendous impulse one way or the other! 
This is pre-eminently the case with religion. The 
law stands face to face with us; the Spirit 
stimulates conscience; we struggle; we resist; we 
evade; matters are finally brought to a crisis – we 
must decide, and often that decision is final! Oh, 
the importance of having every decision right! 
Every act propagates itself, but an act after a 
conflict multiplies by scores – its like spring up 
then like dragon’s teeth. Satan knew that 
hereafter, in all ordinary circumstances, Christ was 
invulnerable. The first great crisis was past, and he 
never returned to Him until he was placed in a 
condition to constitute another crisis, when he 
was called to confront the Cross and Hell. 


