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Matthew 4:1-11 

      Your Leopard Soul 

 

The story of Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness brings us face to face with the question 

of temptation in his life and in ours.  If we’re to be diligent and purposeful as we begin Lent—

and, by the way, it’s a lot easier to do this at the beginning of the season than it is somewhere 

around day 29---if we are to approach this season intentionally, we have to be ready to address 

our tempters.  

To talk about temptation necessitates that we ask who is doing the tempting.  Jesus goes 

into the desert and is tempted by the devil for 40 days.  It’s pretty clear cut; we have the good 

guy and the bad guy, a spare story with little dialogue—you’ll notice that Jesus responds to the 

devil only by quoting scripture.  

The problem arises when we apply this text to our own lives because we’re apt to see 

ourselves being both the tempter and the temptee.  When we consider our falls from grace and 

the times we have yielded to temptation, we know full well it was we who have succumbed; we 

don’t tend to blame a cloven-footed tempter.  

Rev. Peter Gomes who was an Episcopal Chaplain at Harvard said, “The struggle with 

evil in the world begins with the struggle with evil within ourselves.” (Sermons: Biblical Wisdom 

for Daily Living. 53)  I would agree with Rev. Gomes that we must wrestle with our own demons 

and figure out how to still and contain them.  The wall I come up against, however, is the 

assumption that the evil is solely within us.  It’s neater to have the devil be separate, outside of 

us. Frederick Buechner has observed, “To take the Devil seriously is to take seriously the fact 

that the total evil in the world is greater than the sum of all its parts.  Likewise, the total evil in 

yourself.  The murderer who says, “I couldn’t help it” isn’t necessarily just kidding.” (Wishful 

Thinking, 19) 

The idea that there’s a separate force of evil in the world is alarming.  This view is held 

with conviction by many faithful, often more conservative, Christians.  The thorny part is that if 

there is a separate force of evil in the world, what does that say about God?  If God created the 

world, doesn’t it follow that God created evil?  And if God created evil, why can’t God control 

it? 
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I had a headache a lot of the time I was in Seminary; this kind of thinking and 

questioning is trying to the mind and soul.  But it’s important that we wrestle with these issues, 

ideas, problems and that we stand against a faith that we can pick up when we want to and ignore 

when we don’t.   

Getting back to temptation; we certainly know what it’s like to be tempted.  There have 

been times when each of us has known instantly that what we were about to do, the next words to 

slip from our tongue, the next stretch of hand, or click of mouse will alter the course, if not of 

our lives, at least of our immediate futures.  Our stomachs churn, blood pressure rises, the hair on 

the back of neck perks up, our heart beat increases, our intuition raises red flags and we know 

instantly in our core that danger is, a word, a touch, an email, a message, a drink, a lie away. 

Sometimes the danger itself is the temptation. 

There are other situations that present themselves that are far more ambiguous, when we 

bargain, negotiate, rationalize and compartmentalize ourselves straight into some fine messes.  

As pointed out in an article in the magazine Homiletics, “Our intuition fails us, or the trespasses 

into treacherous territory appears so harmless or attractive or even so sensible that we don't see 

what could go wrong if we "go there." 

-- It couldn't hurt to skip out of work, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt to fudge the numbers, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt to take on this rich but sleazy client, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt not to tell my partner or spouse where I've really been, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt to take out my frustrations on the kids, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt to focus only on the bottom line, just this once. 

-- It couldn't hurt to act now, pray later, just this once.  (Homiletics.  March 1, 1998) 

 Just this once and then not again, we tell ourselves as we wrestle with the evil within and 

without.  

What does temptation look like to you?  Though it sounds frightening--sinister even—

that’s not been my experience with temptation.  If temptation is anything, it is wily, clever and 

craftily disguised.  Satan does not march up to us and say, “Hey, I’m Satan and I’m here to 

wreck your life.” On the contrary, temptation arrives looking and sounding like our best friend, 

our long searched for soul mate, or our mom.  It’s delicious and tempting and appears to be 

exactly what we’ve been looking for whether we’ve known it or not.  It doesn’t promise ruin but 

success, not pain but pleasure, not sorrow but joy.  It answers a question you hadn’t quite asked; 
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it satisfies a need you perhaps hadn’t even dared acknowledge, it appears to know you better 

than you know yourself.  It whispers, “I know what you really need.”  

The young are ripe for temptation because they are so very vulnerable.  What entices 

them never does so by promising to ruin them.  It promises to make them happy or important, 

successful or one of the in crowd.  And since they believe themselves invincible, they know that 

all the touted frightening consequences of which their parents speak will never happen to them.  

They will not get hooked or hurt and certainly never caught.  It’s one of their most charming and 

dangerous qualities, their hopefulness, eagerness and naiveté.   

When youth--predominantly girls--feel the compelling need to cut themselves, the devil 

that tempts them assures them that they will feel so much better if they do.  That finally some of 

their pain will at last be visible, manageable and real, instead of all the swirling, dizzying pain 

and uncertainty that threatens to undo them.  Just a little cut, it says, this friendly, understanding, 

sympathetic demon, and you will feel release.  They acquiesce and the blood begins to flow.  

And Satan licks his salty lips in triumph and a once smooth, ivory arm becomes a scarred 

testimony to his charm. 

 If you’re struggling to resist any temptation, you know that one of the greatest 

temptations is to stop resisting and say yes, just this once.  It’s so much easier to give in. 

 All temptations promise a rush of one kind or another, they promise that you will feel 

good, at last, or at the very least, the pain will stop.  They acknowledge your hungers and readily 

supply satisfaction mixed inevitably with justification and, incidentally, a generous measure of 

self-deceit.  The question is always: if it feels so good, how can it be so wrong?  Most county and 

blue grass music lyrics are based on this dilemma.  If finally you feel you’ve come home to relief 

and joy, how can that not be okay?  How can you tell the difference between what’s right and 

what’s not?  Jesus, human and divine, answered the devil with a larger view.  This does not mean 

for a minute that he was not sorely tempted—he was starving and the devil painted a picture 

before him of a steaming loaf of fresh baked bread-- but Jesus knew wherein his help and 

defense lay.  He knew God like no one else.  Jesus is my best protector and shield.  When I feel 

myself about to slip in one way or another, I imagine him beside me offering strength and 

support. 

 Have you wondered why Jesus let himself be led by the tempter?  The text keeps saying, 

the devil took him here and then the devil took him there.  Why ever did he go?  Why did he 

follow the devil?  My sense is that he went out of love for us.  In seeking to know us more fully, 
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to know our longings, failings and hungers, he ventured perilously close to succumbing to the 

temptations we all encounter, mostly ones of power and satisfaction.  This is why he is so good 

at offering support; he knows what it feels like to be tempted. We’re barraged these days with 

free-flowing promises.  “All this I will give you, if you but fall down and worship me.” Single 

payer health insurance, lower taxes, minimum wage increase, free college tuition.   

 As a kind of prelude to his final surrender and self-emptying upon the cross, Jesus allows 

himself to be led into some of the darkest temptations because he wants to know our inner hearts 

and souls.  Before embarking on his public ministry, I think he also wants to know who he is--

both human and divine. 

 There’s another spirit, however, beside following him and us all in our Lenten wandering 

and throughout our lives, it’s our souls. In his latest book, The Second Mountain, David Brooks 

likens our soul to a leopard, he says with slight adaptation:  

 The odd thing about the soul is that while it is powerful and 

resilient, it is also reclusive.  You can go years without really feeling the 

force of its yearning.  You are enjoying the pleasures of life, building your 

career.  It’s amazing how untroubled you can be, year after year, while 

your soul is out there somewhere far away. 

 But eventually it hunts you down.  But in this way the soul is like a 

reclusive leopard living high up in the mountains forest somewhere.  You 

may forget about him for long stretches.  But from time to time out of the 

corner of your eye, you glimpse the leopard, just off in the distance, 

trailing you through the tree trunks.  

 There are spare moments when you vaguely or even urgently feel 

its presence.  This can happen agonizingly, in the middle of one of those 

sleepless nights, when your thoughts come, as one poet puts it, like a 

drawer full of knives.  There’s trouble in your soul and it keeps you 

awake. 

 The leopard can visit during one of those fantastic moment with 

friends or family—when you look out at the laughing faces of your 

children. .on a perfect summer day. . and the soul swells with joy. 

 And then there are moments, maybe more toward middle or old 

age, when the leopard comes down out of the hills and just sits there in the 
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middle of your doorframe. It stares at you, inescapably and demands your 

justification.  What good have you served?  For what have you come? 

What sort of person have you become?  There are no excuses at that 

moment.” (p. 48) 

 The image of a beautiful leopard watching over us, not losing sight of us, 

walking with us, is comforting to me and challenging in a good way.  When Jesus 

finally commands the devil to depart from him, the text says that angels came and 

waited on him.  That’s where I see this leopard angel, this fuller more loving soul 

of ours coming to the forefront.   

The leopard is not Jesus and separate from you, it’s the Christ within you, 

the gift of soul each of us has been given, the indwelling, incarnate God.  In 

increments throughout your life, you’ve nurtured this soul--though admittedly at 

times it’s been starved by selfishness, the insatiable ego or quivering fears.  But it 

walks quietly at a distance waiting for a layer of whatever separates you from God 

to be shed--sometimes of your own initiative, and sometimes from great hardship 

or great joy.  Then you have an opportunity to grow into the loving, generous, 

serving people God created you to be. 

 Might Lent be like that for you this year?  Not a harsh, judgmental, self- 

recriminating, shame inducing journey, but an opportunity to stop and turn 

towards the light where, silhouetted against the rising Son, your leopard soul is 

purring. 

     

       Grace and Peace. 

 

 

 

 


