NOT BY BREAD ALONE
Matthew 4:1-4

The story of Jesus' temptation in the wilderness is well known, but it has often been misinterpreted.  It is, in fact, a key text linking Jesus to the Sabbath-Jubilee tradition of the Old Testament.  We will consider here just the first temptation.

Note first the location of this passage.  The temptation story comes just after Jesus' baptism, at which time the heavens were opened, he saw God's Spirit descend like a dove upon him, and a voice from heaven declared, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased."  And it comes just before the beginning of Jesus' ministry.  So evidently the temptation narrative was considered by the author of Matthew (and Luke) to be an essential part of the introduction, a key to the understanding of Jesus' ministry.
Now note that Jesus, having just been identified from heaven as God's Son, was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  The temptation or testing should reveal something critical about Jesus' calling.  He fasted 40 days and nights, which brings to mind the 40 years that Israel wandered in the desert, being tested by God and tempted by the devil.  The tempter addresses Jesus as the Son of God, underlining the transcendent nature of the temptation experience.
Jesus is famished, and the tempter tells him to make stones into loaves of bread.  Jesus answers, "It is written, 'One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.'"  Jesus thus cites Deuteronomy 8:3, which refers explicitly to the manna story in Exodus 16, when God provided "bread" for the people who had just been delivered from slavery in Pharaoh's Egypt.  God states clearly that this will be a test of their obedience as they learn how to live in freedom.  Exodus 16 states explicitly that each should take only what is needed, no more and no less, and not hoard, so that all will have enough.  So the instruction concerning the manna in Exodus 16, the reference to this experience in Deuteronomy 8 as part of Moses' mandate concerning how they are to live in the Promised Land, and finally Jesus' citation of these words all point to one fundamental lesson concerning God's Reign among God's people: make sure that everyone has enough.  Furthermore, Exodus 16 introduces the Sabbath Day, at which time, the seventh day of each week, God's people are to remember the manna, their deliverance from slavery in Egypt, and their responsibility for economic justice.
In Matthew 4:4 (Luke 4:4) Jesus does not refer to "spiritual" bread or diminish the importance of physical bread.  He cites Deuteronomy (and Exodus) in order to affirm that he is called to make sure that all people have enough bread to eat and that no one, not even the Son of God, should take bread only for personal use without regard for the needs of others.  Implicit in that story is that, when some take more and hoard and become rich, others become poor and may be exploited and oppressed and even fall back into slavery, which would be an abomination to God their liberator.
Consider the importance of the lesson of the manna for Jesus' followers in today's world, i.e., for us.
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