
Sunday, February 22, 2026 – Easter Hill United Methodist Church
Bible Study

 “Mercy on the Wilderness Road”
Psalm 32 and Matthew 4:1-11

 
Open with a word of prayer

Gathering Time (5-10 minutes) In pairs or groups of three, have 
participants respond, “Reflect on a moment in your life where you had to 
decide between what was easy and what was right. What factors helped 
you make the decision?

Psalm 32 Context. This week’s psalm is one of a handful of “Penitential 
Psalms” that treat of the experience of sin, repentance, and forgiveness. 
Hebrew uses the terms “sin,” “transgression,” and “guilt” or “iniquity” to 
describe different aspects of the human experience: sin is a general term 
that suggests “missing the mark,” transgression implies “willful rebellion,” 
guilt/iniquity refers to the negative effects of disobedience. The effects of 
sin are both physical and spiritual. The psalmist makes the point that the 
“happy” (or righteous or upright in heart) are not sinless (an impossible 
state), but rather forgiven.

Matthew 4:1-11 Context. The temptation of Jesus follows immediately 
upon his baptism. By making universal dominion the third temptation, 
Matthew highlights a theme present throughout his entire gospel: the 
fundamental struggle between the kingdom of God, characterized by 
humility, vulnerability, and mutual love, and the kingdom of this world, 
characterized by fear, greed, and violence. Jesus rebuts the tempter’s 
suggestions with words in each case drawn from Deuteronomy. (When the 
tempter cites Scripture, he cites the Psalms!) 

Read Psalm 32 and Matthew 4:1-11
What touches your heart, what do you hear in the scripture, what questions 
do you have, or what doesn’t make sense to you in the text?

Read Psalm 32 and Matthew 4:1-11 again. Write down your thoughts or 
share your thoughts with the person or group you are with.
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Group Dialogue

• According to Matthew, who leads Jesus into the wilderness? Why is it 
important that Jesus goes into this space? (Hint: Look at verse 1 and 
consider the role of the Spirit.)

• How many times is Jesus tempted in the wilderness? Focus on each 
temptation individually. What is the tempter offering in each case, and 
how does Jesus respond?

• In Matthew 4:3, the tempter says, “If you are the Son of God, 
command these stones to become loaves of bread.” Jesus replies by 
quoting Deuteronomy 8:3: “One does not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Why do you think 
Jesus chose this verse from Deuteronomy? What might he be trying 
to remind us about who God is and what we truly need to live?

• When the tempter uses scripture in a manipulative way, Jesus 
responds, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the 
test’” (Matthew 4:7). How does Jesus respond to the misinterpretation 
of scripture? What do you notice about Jesus: his tone or attitude?

• In verses 8–9, Jesus is tempted a third time. What does the tempter 
offer him, and how does Jesus respond? Pay attention to the tone of 
Jesus’ words. Is he angry, firm, frustrated, or something else?

• How does this story end? What might the ending teach us about what 
happens when we resist temptation and stay rooted in our faith?

• Reflect on a time when you heard scripture misinterpreted or used 
out of context. When Jesus hears the tempter manipulating the use of 
scripture, his response is to point to the original context in which this 
scripture appears in the Old Testament texts (Deut. 8:3, 6:16, 6:13, 
and Psalm 91:11,12).

• What does Jesus’ response teach us about how we could respond in 
situations where scripture is used in ways to hurt rather than heal 
people and communities?
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Call to action: The story of Jesus in the wilderness is a story about 
resistance and the power to say “No!” If you had Jesus’ wilderness courage 
today, what’s one small act of resistance you could choose?

This week, let your faith show up—not in grand gestures, but in simple 
moments where you say “no” to what harms and “yes” to what heals. What 
might healing look like in your world this week?

Here are a few gentle but powerful ways to begin:

• Practice self-compassion by saying “No” to overworking, negative 
self-talk, staying silent when your heart wants to speak up, or pushing 
through when your body is telling you to rest. Healing starts with 
honoring your sacred limits.

• Say “no” to the temptation to prove yourself constantly. You are not 
what you produce. You don’t need to earn your place. Healing comes 
when we remember who we are and whose we are—beloved, 
already.

• Say no to systems that erase people. Notice who is ignored, 
overlooked, or blamed in your workplace, church, school, or 
community. Even a quiet act of recognition—eye contact, a question, 
a seat at the table—is healing.

• Stay in the moment and say “yes” to being present. Don’t rush to fix 
things. Don’t offer shortcuts. Just be. Presence is sacred. Healing 
happens through being present.

Closing Reflection Question

How is this scripture calling you to change, to see, to be, or what might it be 
calling you to do?

Prayer (10 minutes). Share prayer requests and respond appropriately. 
 
Sending Forth (2 minutes). After all, have shared, end by praying the 
following, or a similar prayer: 

God of love, when I am tempted to believe I am not enough, remind me 
that I am already your beloved. Help me resist the inner voices that 
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demand perfection, performance, or silence, and teach me, instead, to 
choose compassion over everything else. Help me honor my limits, care for 
my body, and speak to myself with the gentleness I offer others. May my 
self-love be an act of holy resistance—a quiet, steady refusal to live in 
shame, and a bold “yes” to healing, rest, and joy. Amen.

And now we pray The Lord’s Prayer….

Our Father who art in Heaven 
hallowed be thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, 
on earth as it is in Heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses,
as we forgive those who trespass against us.

Lead us not into temptation 
but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom, the power 
and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.
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