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Surviving in the Wilderness

NRS Matthew 4:1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.
 2 He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished.
 3 The tempter came and said to him, "If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of
bread." 4 But he answered, "It is written, 'One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from
the mouth of God.'"
5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple,
6 saying to him, "If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 'He will command his angels
concerning you,' and 'On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a
stone.'" 7 Jesus said to him, "Again it is written, 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.'"
8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their
splendor; 9 and he said to him, "All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me." 10 Jesus said
to him, "Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.'"
11 Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.(NRSV)

You and I, by simply being here this morning, are survivors. We are survivors in this life. And we know
that surviving life is not always easy. But God wants us to do more than just survive in life. God wants us to
thrive. For the month of January we have looked at certain passages of scripture as a type of survival guide for
2006. Today we come to the familiar story of Jesus’ temptation in the desert, or wilderness depending on one’s
translation. 

Let’s properly set up the story. The gospel of Matthew, like all of the gospels in the New Testament, is
the story of the good news of Jesus. This book of the Bible begins with a historical recitation of Jesus’
genealogy, reminding the reader of Jesus’  entrenched place in the history of Israel. Jesus was the true son of
David. Then we move to the telli ng of all the miraculous events surrounding his birth, complete with angelic
visions and a skeptical but obedient Joseph. We read of visiting magi or “wise men” from the east, the
murderous and maniacal jealousy of Herod who ruled over Israel and how Joseph, Mary and Jesus escaped to
Egypt and returned sometime later to settle in Nazareth, just a few miles from the Sea of Galilee. Matthew then
presses the fast forward button and we hear of wild and wooly John the Baptizer and Jesus re-enters the scene.
He is no longer a babe in Bethlehem but a grown man – many scholars presume his age to be about 30.

For thirty years relative silence surrounds Jesus but now his life is about to be public. Through the
centuries prophets have predicted, angels have revealed, Joseph has struggled, Mary has treasured, and John the
Baptizer has wondered. Just prior to Jesus entering the desert we hear Matthew narrate the story of his baptism:
And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to
him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said,
"This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased" (3:16-17).

Like Krispy Kreme stocks – Jesus has gone public!

But then, then, then comes the desert. Jesus suddenly moved from public recognition and celestial
affirmation to barren wilderness and bodily privations. He finds himself at a crossroads. Matthew and Luke
write that the spirit “led”  him; Mark says the spirit “drove”  him. By force or persuasion, the text gives us both.
Either way, why? I mean it seems so out of place. Surely his ministry should begin with a better “bang.”  Why
not some thunder and lightning? Everyone likes a good pyrotechnic show. How about raising someone from the
dead – that will get their attention – or give some sight to a blind man or walk on water?



We know these things will come, but not yet. First there is the wilderness, the desert.

In the wilderness one can find perspective and clarity for God’s purpose in life – that is what I heard
some of you say last Sunday night when we talked about things we can learn from the wilderness. In the
wilderness there were no systems of polit ical supremacy, nothing to be reduced to a commodity, no relationship
to be distorted. Jesus went to a place geographically and experientially stripped bare of sustenance. As if that is
not enough, to intensify the situation Jesus fasted. We are allowed a glimpse of a very human Jesus when
Matthew writes “…and afterwards he was famished.”  (v.2b)

Have you ever been to a place or a space when you were really hungry? I don’t mean simply for food,
but that will do too. Many of us have never tried fasting for one day for the purpose of prayer, much less 40
days. 

I had two great-uncles that served during WW II. There was Uncle Bob DeLoach who was kill ed in
Germany in 1945, months before the conclusion of the war. And there was my Uncle Rufus Clopton who spent
40 months as a prisoner of war (POW) in the Philippines and then Japan. Both men knew raw, aching hunger.
The uncle that survived as a POW wrote about the hunger and parched thirst he experienced throughout his
captivity. When he was on board a Japanese freighter along with 1500 other American soldiers he was rationed
one canteen of water a day, except, he wrote, “I got a lit tle extra water from time to time when one of my
friends would die.”  He wrote of stealing food, “in spite of my Christian upbringing.”  Of the 200 men in his
particular camp, 17 starved to death and one committed suicide. He weighed 90 pounds when released but
gained 47 pounds back within six weeks.

Most of us don’t know that kind of hunger. But I sense a creeping malnutrition of the soul that is
becoming epidemic in our society. In an effort to stave our hunger we have filled our lives with things. Houses
are now on average three times the size of a home built just after WWII. My house of 2700 square feet is a
veritable mansion compared to my grandparents little house in front of the dairy. Someone figured out that the
average American spends six hours a week shopping but only forty minutes that same week with their child. In
spite of having the best standard of living in all human history the cases of clinical depression in the United
States today are ten times what it was during the Great Depression. When Mother Teresa – who worked with
the poorest of the poor in India – came to the Unites States a few years before her death, she remarked, “this is
the poorest place I’ ve ever been in my life.”

Folks, I am not here to condemn; I am merely identifying the obvious hunger among us. There is a real
hunger for purpose, hunger for meaning, hunger for relevance because life is so often frustrating and empty.
Everyday we find ourselves at the crossroads where we must decide what kind of person we are going to
be and who or what we are going to serve.

Wilderness and the derivative of hunger come when the world as we know it – our culture, our faith
systems, our structures of power, our reliance on economics for security - no longer fill us up, no longer satisfy
us. As we consider the desert of Jesus we know too that sometimes we are called or driven to the desert too.

· The desert is where we go to identify our hunger in a world stuffed and satiated.
· The desert is where we go when the easy answers will no longer do.
· The desert is where we go when the promises from the established systems of commerce or politics

prove bankrupt and junk. 
· The desert is where we go when we finally accept that God’s claim on you and me is bigger and greater

and more incomprehensible than anything else we will ever experience…ever.

I was tempted – no pun intended – to make this a simple three point message based on the three
temptations of Satan. As I look at each testing, however, I see they have a common thread. Let me just make a
few observations for each of the temptations.



1) The temptation to change stones to loaves is to use power and means to satisfy not only personal
hunger, but the hunger of the masses, power that can easily be transferred for personal and political
advantage. Think of the crowds that would follow him – the devil seemed to suggest - if he changed
stones to loaves! That is why power is so intoxicating for those that have it and those that want it.

2) The second temptation to jump from the pinnacle of the Temple is to put on a “show” or sensational
demonstration to prove that he is the Son of God. We call that coming up with a gimmick. Many
years ago a youth group challenged me to shave my beard if they reached a certain financial goal for
world hunger. A good cause I thought, and besides I was certain they would never get close to the
goal. I was wrong and so on a Saturday night my then wooly, full beard was shaved clean and
smooth and the following Sunday I entered worship looking like a shorn sheep. We preachers love
our shows!

3) The third temptation is quite obvious – to rule the kingdoms of the world. Haven’t we all said at one
time or other the world would be a better place if they would just let me run things for awhile?

Notice something about all of these temptations: they were not temptations to do “evil.”  They were all,
on their own, good things: feeding, trusting, leading. It wasn’t like Satan was attempting to lure Jesus with
avarice or lust. There is one common element threading its way through all the world's temptations - that of
looking for an easy way out, a short cut, the quickest but not necessarily the best way through life's decisions.

I contend that all these temptations can be condensed down to this: they were all tests of who Jesus was
going to trust.  There in the desert, in the wilderness Jesus was tested, was tempted in deciding how he was
going to live out God’s claim, God’s purpose for him. There in the wilderness Jesus was tested on which
kingdom he would reside in – the kingdom of Satan (that is, power with all its seduction) or the kingdom of
God, where trust and faith are essential tools.

Day by day you and I are tested, sometimes in the desert where we are hungry and sometimes outside
the wilderness when we are full. But each day is a test where we are called to make a choice – in whom and in
what are we going to trust. We are tested at the office and the graveside. We are tested in the emergency room
and on the soccer field. We are tested in the classroom and the clubroom.
 

We are always being tested and always at a struggle with the principalities of darkness. We long for the
things the devil has to offer – to be full and rich; to be sensational and to be powerful; to be in control. We want
these things and the artifacts that we leave behind do not betray this assumption. But life is more than filling
our insatiable appetites; life is more than circuses and power. In the end they will all leave us hungry, empty
and back in the wilderness.

This past week I participated in a gathering called “Metro Ministers”  made up of pastors of churches in
metropolitan regions throughout the United States. This year we met at Marco Island in Florida and next year
we will convene in Cancun - I knew that when I came to FBC I would be making certain sacrifices and I want
you to know that I am boldly going forward! One evening over dinner with our wives some of us began
discussing a mutual acquaintance that was now serving in the Georgia legislature. We shared our surprise at the
political positions he has now staked; bills he is sponsoring, and our disappointment in him. One of the pastors
spoke up and said, “Wait a minute. I know him. He is a friend of mine.” “That may be,” several of us pressed
on, “but his public stances betray the person we knew him to be.”  At this point our colleague – a good and
decent man himself – said, “He has to say these things and take these positions in order to get elected. That’s
politics.”

When we find ourselves at the crossroads which path will we take?

To follow Jesus is to choose a different kind of path, one that is narrow, one that not many make it
through. Matthew 7:21 "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but
only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.”



At the end of the day, what will be our choice? Will we walk with God even if the cancer is not healed?
Will we walk with God even if that job does not come through? Will we walk with God even if that person who
has captured our heart fails to return our love? You see our testing is not much different than what was
happening with Jesus. We are tempted, tested to wonder, “God, if you do this for me, then I will do this for
you.” In life, as with the wilderness, we decide not only who this Jesus is, but who He is to me. 

This means what kind of church we will be– seduced by power and position or trusting that God, who
gathered us in 1817, will lead us in this new century. 

And this also means what kind of follower we will be? And when we fail the test, may we remember
grace in the wilderness (Jeremiah 31:2).

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright, 1989, by the Division of Christian
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