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Matthew 4:1-4 

 

 As many of you can attest to, there’s nothing quite like renting a dumpster for a 

household project.  And that’s what we did at my house this week.  On the downside, 

even though we gave some things away for others to use and enjoy, it was a bit 

disconcerting to fill up an entire dumpster with things we don’t need or want anymore.  

Pondering all the while where the stuff from our dumpster will wind up and not entirely 

comfortable with the image of a landfill somewhere piled higher due to items that once 

belonged to us.  

 

 On the other hand, it was undeniably satisfying to clean out our house.  To decide 

what to get rid of, and in more than a few cases to wonder why we kept something in the 

first place.  Then to take that object out of our house and toss it over the wall of the 

dumpster, listen to it drop with a loud thud on the dumpster floor, and know we won’t 

ever have to deal with it again.   

 

 This whole dumpster experience has been a reminder to me of what I think I need 

in this world and what I don’t really need.  Which in my mind made renting and filling a 

dumpster a fitting exercise for the middle of this global pandemic...a time when I’ve been 

thinking a fair amount about what is essential in my life…  

 

 Nineteen centuries ago, near the outset of his public ministry, Jesus uttered the 

words from Scripture I just read.  “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word 

that comes from the mouth of God.”  In other words, you and I can exist on food and 

water and oxygen and other necessities, just as many animals do.  Yet, human beings 

have to have more than bread in order to live fully and creatively and productively.   

 

 This morning’s passage from the Gospel of Matthew is part of a larger interaction 

between Jesus and the devil.  Because Jesus was newly baptized and just beginning to 

live into his God given identity, the devil figured he was catching Jesus at a vulnerable 

moment.  Before Jesus had a chance to fully understand what God was calling him to do 

in the world.   

 

 The whole scene in Matthew is known as “the Temptation”.  Forty days and 

nights when Jesus was out alone in the wilderness, fasting and far away from any creature 

comforts.  Meanwhile, the devil knew all too well that when human beings are hungry, 

they tend to do whatever they can to feed that hunger. 

 

 Still, even though Jesus was likely hungry and even though he may well have 

been more susceptible to the devil’s wiles alone for so many days, Jesus stood firm.  And 

he steadfastly refused to fall victim to the devil’s twisted logic.  “If you are really who 

you say you are, then turn these stones to bread and you won’t be hungry anymore.”   

 



 Jesus rebuked the devil by clarifying that people can’t live by bread alone.  It was 

a bold statement for Jesus to make.  Largely because bread is vitally important.  Maybe 

even more so in this time when so many human beings in our country and in our world 

are struggling with loss of employment and loss of income and loss of health.  What 

millions of our sisters and brothers wouldn’t give for a portion of bread in the spring of 

2020…   

 

 Still, as important as bread is, you and I need more. And according to Jesus, what 

we need are not more material resources.  What we need, additionally, are those things 

facilitated by God or given to us by God. So, what are the things you and I live by, 

whether it be during this current global health crisis or anytime? (1) 

 

 The very first thing you and I need beyond bread is love and affection.  We need 

people around us who care about us deeply without condition or reservation.  We need 

people to support us and lift us up when we are down.  We need people to lean on when 

we feel fragile and broken.  We need people who know the good, the bad, and the ugly 

about who we are and continue to affirm us anyway.  We need people who remind us we 

are never alone.  And we need someone who has our back, someone we can trust and 

count on, someone who chooses to embrace us time and again… 

 

 We also need the abundant grace of God.  We need to rest secure in the 

knowledge that grace means we often get what we do not deserve.  Sometimes God gives 

us blessings in life we didn’t earn or achieve. Sometimes God grants us gifts we do not 

understand and cannot possibly reciprocate.  God’s light shines on us from time to time 

even when we have no idea why or how…  

 

 Furthermore, we need a measure of forgiveness.  Personal forgiveness for the 

things we say and do that wound deeply and threaten to tear us apart from the people we 

care about.  Communal forgiveness for the ways we trespass against those around 

us...those we know and complete strangers.  Most of all, forgiveness by God who 

recognizes that we all fall short of the mark and we are all sinful creatures.  Lying, 

exploiting, oppressing, harassing, hating others…the things you and I do in small and 

large ways each day.  We need the forgiveness of a God who promises to be merciful, in 

spite of our human weakness and shortcomings…    

 

 To be sure, we also need faith beyond bread.  We need to trust the people around 

us.  The ones who take care of us.  The ones who direct us and transport us.  The ones 

who serve us and lead us.  We flourish in proportion to the faith we have in others.   

 

 At the same time, we need faith in ourselves.  Faith that assures us we are 

worthwhile and we count for something.  Faith that allows us to constantly grow as we 

work alongside God to build a kinder, gentler, more just world in which to live…     

 

 Moreover, we desperately need a sense of hope.  A firm, unshakeable belief that 

no matter how hard the road, no matter how difficult today is, tomorrow will be better.  

Even if tomorrow turns out not to be better, we must believe that it will be.  Even though 



wars may not cease, we need enough hope to work for peace.  Even though we might not 

abolish poverty, we need enough hope enough to realize there are plenty of resources to 

go around if we distribute them fairly.  Even though we may not eliminate racism, we 

need enough hope to work tirelessly for racial justice and human community.  Even 

though we may not be able to see an ending to this pandemic, we need hope enough to 

trust that healing and new life await just beyond the horizon. 

 

 Of course, we can’t survive without relying on the labors of others.  In our 

country we take a great deal of pride in our independence.  We celebrate it, we promote 

it, we proclaim it every chance we get.  Yet if this pandemic has taught us anything, it has 

taught us we need to celebrate, promote and proclaim “interdependence” every bit as 

much as “independence”.  Our human lives are interwoven with the lives of brothers and 

sisters near and far.  Especially during this time, whether we rely on workers considered 

essential or we rely on friends and neighbors and strangers to keep social distance and 

avoid spreading germs, we are all connected and bound inextricably to one another.   

 

 What are the things we live by in addition to the bread that sustains us?  We need 

love and affection from people who care about us.  We need the abundant and sometimes 

unmerited grace of God.   We need to ask for forgiveness personally, communally, and in 

God’s sight.  We need to have faith in ourselves and faith in the people around us.  We 

need enough hope to push us forward, trusting that what lies ahead promises to be better 

than what we leave behind.  And we need to extol the merits of “interdependence” and 

many hands laboring together in a nation where “independence” reigns supreme.     

 

 Love, grace, forgiveness, faith, hope, and interdependence…six things we need in 

order to live beyond bread.  I want to name one more because I like the number seven 

and seven is a really significant number in the Bible.  You and I need the freedom to 

dream and the opportunity to live our dreams. We need goals to strive for and ideals to 

which we can aspire.  When you and I reach the end of our lives, the tragedy will not be 

that we have failed to fulfill all our dreams.  The real tragedy will be dreaming to small.  

Or not dreaming in the first place.   

 

 “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth 

of God.”  Bread is crucial.  But adding love, grace, forgiveness, faith, hope, 

interdependence and dreams in the name of God makes for a life full and abundant.  

Amen.     

   

 

1.  Mays, Rev. Dr. Benjamin, was the late president of Morehouse College.  His 

sermon, entitled “What Man Lives By”, was the inspiration for this sermon 

and was published in 1972.  Dr. Mays sermon can be found in Best Black 

Sermons, edited by William M. Philpot (Valley Forge, PA: Judson Press) 

      

 

          

  



 
 

          


