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Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. 
John’s gospel leaves it out altogether  
and Mark’s gospel covers the whole thing in two sentences:  
the Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness, he was there forty days,  
Satan tempted him, wild beasts kept him company,  
and angels waited on him.   
That’s it.  
 
But Luke relays the dialog between Jesus and the devil 
And it reveals that the devil is biblically literate. 
He knows the verses to test Jesus 
but Jesus knows more than the words of the Bible. 
Jesus knows how to do what the Bible says,  
And because of that, he passed his wilderness exam with flying colors. 
 
Everything the devil offered… was rejected by Jesus 
No bread, no kingdoms, no angelic bodyguards. 
Jesus is full up on worshipping God and serving only him. 
The devil’s left holding his bag of bribes and Jesus is free. 
 
But rather than focusing on the test questions. 
I want to look at where the test was taken… the wilderness… 
All of us have been there. 
Maybe it was a hospital waiting room, 
or a dingy motel bed after getting kicked out of your house, 
or the parking lot where you couldn’t find your car after losing your job. 
 
It may have been a personal wilderness… unseen by others… 
where you begged God to say something… anything…  
and heard nothing but the sound of your own sobbing. 
Wilderness comes in lots of shapes and sizes. 
Sometimes… the only way you can tell you are in the wilderness 
is to look around for what you normally count on… and come up empty. 
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It’s not something we seek. 
We work hard to avoid the wilderness…  
but no one ever completely succeeds… not forever. 
Sooner or later, we all take our own wilderness exam, 
our own trip into the desert  
and discover who we really are… and what life is really about. 
 
This might sound like doom and gloom, but I don’t think it is. 
I actually think it’s good news 
because even if we don’t want to go there 
Even if want out as soon as possible  
the wilderness is still… a reality-based, spirit-filled, life-changing place. 
 
Take Jesus, for instance.  

• How did he end up there?  The Spirit… led him. 
• What was he full of?  He was full… of The Holy Spirit. 
• What else did he live on?  Nothing.  
• How long was he there?  Weeks and weeks. 
• How did he feel at the end?  He was famished. 

 
That long… famishing stretch in the wilderness… freed him! 
Free from the devil’s manipulation… 
Free from human cravings for earthly treasures…  
Free to accept the Father’s direction without distraction… 
 
After forty days in the wilderness,  
Jesus learned to manage his appetites… 
he learned to trust the Spirit that led him there,  
and to trust the Spirit to lead him out.  
 
Jesus found God… got close to God… And we can too…  
But we have to actually enter the wilderness… 
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The value of the wilderness experience is pretty much lost on us 
Rejected in our prosperous culture… 
 
But those who observe Lent get a dose of desert every year, 
even if it’s just cutting back on food or drink 
or hitting the off button. 
 
Here’s why Lent is so important…  
If we’re going to follow Jesus… 
All the way to the cross… 
We need clarity and grit… 
Only found in the wilderness. 
 
From Ash Wednesday to Easter Sunday,  
Were invited to do… without… 
Without things like rich food or non-stop web-surfing 
and to take on unpleasant things 
like a moral inventory or a lunch date with someone we’re mad at.  
 
The word… Lent… comes from an English word meaning “spring” 
not just a reference to new growth in the garden 
but also to the greening of the human soul 
pruned with repentance,  
fertilized with fasting,  
watered with self-appraisal,  
mulched with prayer. 
 
If you’re trying to grow your soul… and you’re not seeing new buds… 
Then maybe… time in the wilderness might be worth a try. 
a few weeks of living on less, not more 
Not because your life is bad  
but because you want to live your real life. 
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Hard to do… living on fast food and nonstop action. 
Remember when red lights gave us a minute just to sit and think? 
Not anymore… not since smart phones demanded attention. 
 
I’ve heard of people who gave up phones for Lent. 
Can you imagine?   
I’ve heard of others giving up television… 
or listening to the radio in their cars 
or… I really like this one… No eating while standing. 
 
These are first world sacrifices… for sure… 
And none of this impresses the poor, struggling for their next meal… 
 
but in our culture of plenty  
I’m rejoice when anyone who goes without anesthesia for a while 
giving up whatever appliances or habits or substances they use 
and experience life in its purest… simplest… God-given form.  
 
Everyone uses something 
video games, Facebook, Law and Order reruns,  
Pottery Barn catalogs, Bombay Sapphire gin martinis. 
I’m not saying these are awful things. 
I’m just saying they’re distractions… 
things we reach for when we’re too tired, too sad, or too afraid  
to step into the wilderness of the present moment 
to wonder what it’s really about 
to face the things we cover up with affluence. 
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The problem is…  
we can’t go straight from unplugged 
to the still, small voice of God. 
 
If it worked like that,  
churches would be full and Verizon would be out of business.   
If it worked like that,  
Lent would only be about twenty minutes long.  
 
What we have instead are forty whole days  
To expose ours lives without the usual painkillers,  
which is how most of us learn 
what led us to those things in the first place.   
 
I’ll warn you… 
Once we take the headphones off, silence can be really loud. 
Once you turn off the television, a night can get really long. 
  
But if you remember to breathe 
and to pray… you can make it through the night.   
You can get used to the sound of your heartbeat 
and whatever it is that’s yipping out there. 
You may even sleep a little 
then wake up gladder to be alive than you can remember. 
 
 
you may even have a whole new level of conversation… 
with yourself. 
 
 
 
 
 



 6 

 
Are you hungry?  
I am famished.  
Well, what’s wrong with that?  Are you dying? 
No. 
Can you stand being hungry for a while longer? 
Maybe.  I guess so. 
Okay, so what else?  Are you lonely? 
Yes, I am!  I am terribly lonely! 
What’s wrong with being alone?  Will it kill you? 
I don’t like it. 
That’s not what I asked.  Can you live through it? 
Probably not, but I’ll try. 
 
 
 
Look, I can’t describe your wilderness exam. 
Only you know what devils have your number, 
and what kinds of bribes they use. 
All I know for sure 
is that a voluntary trip to the desert… this Lent 
is a great way for us to get free of those devils… forever… 
not just because we lose your appetite for worldly things 
but because it’s where we learn 
to trust the Spirit that led us there 
to trust the Spirit to lead us out again, 
and to step back into the familiar  
ready to serve the Lord our God 
with confidence  
all the days of our lives. 
Amen. 
 


