
Matthew 4, Temptation in Wilderness, March 2017 

 My husband and I have been married for 28 years but he can still tell stories of his past 

which I haven’t heard before.  Does that happen for you, too?  Last week he was telling about 

when he was an intern at a church in International Falls, working under Pastor Bill Beyer.  The 

two of them had led a group of teens into the Boundary Waters Canoe Wilderness Area, and they 

had been having a wonderful time, soaking up the peace and beauty of that wilderness.  Until the 

night a huge storm blew through, waking them all with thunder and torrential rains and powerful 

winds.  They huddled in terror in their tents, emerging to discover that their canoes had all blown 

away, but were still accessible, just on the other side of the bay.  And trees had fallen all around 

them, but all had blown away from the tents rather than onto them.  As the dawn came, they 

made a fire, sat around it in a circle, and celebrated a spontaneous Holy Communion, using grape 

juice and soda crackers, as a way to give thanks for the protection in the wilderness they’d just 

experienced.  It’s a good story, isn’t it?  I can’t believe he hadn’t mentioned it before. (Unless he 

had, and I wasn’t paying attention!).  But it does a fine job of illustrating the various aspects of 

wilderness.  The sense of retreat and refreshment we find there; the sense of perils and danger 

that may be present; the sense of divine providence or protection; the sense of gratitude for the 

gifts of God within the wilderness.  Let’s think on wilderness.  It’s multifaceted, isn’t it? Is the 

wilderness beautiful or dangerous?  A perfect place for a time apart or the last place one should 

go alone?  Many find the wilderness essential for the human spirit.  Charles Lindbergh wrote, "In 

wilderness I sense the miracle of life, and behind it our scientific accomplishments fade to 

trivia."  And Sigurd Olson stated, "Wilderness to the people of America is a spiritual necessity, 

an antidote to the high pressure of modern life, a means of regaining serenity and equilibrium." 

 



 Yet not everyone loves the wilderness experience, do they?  Undoubtedly, we hear about 

all kinds of mishaps that happen there, from simply getting lost, to being attacked by grizzly 

bears or human predators, to getting caught in dangerous storms that threaten safety.  Some 

might also suggest that we are no longer so comfortable in the wilderness as our forebears might 

have been.  One environmentally oriented politician said of a not very conservation oriented 

fellow politician, "The action and tone of his statements leads me to conclude that his idea of a 

wilderness is a parking lot without lines.”  The wilderness may seem very foreign to 

contemporary lifestyles.  Arguably, many today might fall into that category, although possibly 

not quite as many of us, living where we do. 

 What was the Biblical perspective on wilderness? Both our lessons today involve that 

which is wild.  The first lesson, from Genesis 2 and 3 is set in the Garden of Eden, but I’m 

imagining this was more likely a woodsy kind of garden than a well-manicured English manor 

kind of garden.  The image is very positive: humans and animals living in close proximity with 

nature and with God, until everything goes to heck, of course, as a result of giving in to the 

temptation to be like God.  In the Gospel lesson, Jesus is in the wilderness, too; a desert 

wilderness more than a woodsy garden wilderness perhaps.  Temptation also enters into this 

wilderness, but unlike Adam and Eve, Jesus will stand fast again temptation.  We learn he was in 

the wilderness for 40 days and nights, fasting and praying, and then the tempter showed up.  

How those preceding 40 days and nights went is not recorded for us. Was it time that Jesus found 

serene and refreshing, a solitude and closeness to nature that blessed?  Or was it lonely, difficult, 

and maybe scary?   

 Both aspects of the wilderness are found throughout the Scriptures, beyond the two 

passages we have before us this morning. Often the number 40 is associated with the wilderness 



experiences, as it is in today’s Gospel lesson.  Noah and his family were afloat in a watery 

wilderness for 40 days and nights, as you recall.  Moses spent 40 days on the top of wild Mount 

Sinai, waiting to receive the 10 commandments.  Israel wandered in the wilderness between 

Egypt and the Promised Land for 40 years. Elijah spent 40 days in the desert wilderness before 

receiving new instructions. And now Jesus is 40 days and nights in the wilds.  40 is obviously a 

significant Biblical number, and it is representative of a long and complete time.  After all, 40 

days is a long time to spend all by yourself in the desert, and 40 years is a long time for a people 

to wander the wilderness.  And yet that time spent is valuable time; time of preparation, time of 

learning to trust God, time of waiting for God to make the next move that leads us forward.   

 So this morning, as we reflect on Jesus and his 40 days in the wilderness, it might make 

sense for us to reflect upon our own wilderness experiences and our series of 40s.  It is certainly 

worth noting how it is that Jesus comes to be in the wilderness.  Because sometimes we figure 

that someone spending 40 days in the wilderness must be lost.  But, as Tolkien so famously 

wrote, “Not all who wander are lost.”  Jesus may have wandered through the wilds for 40 days, 

but it wasn’t because he was lost.  He stayed, not because he didn’t know how to leave, but 

because the time spent there was not yet completed.  That 40 day period, the lengthy time of 

waiting, was not yet over. 

 Which might be a good thing for us to remember as we think about our wilderness times, 

using the wilderness as a metaphor, obviously, for times we feel spiritually or psychologically in 

the wilds.  There is a tendency to place blame on ourselves at such times:   “Why am I in this 

situation,” we might wonder,  “how did I get so lost?”  But one can be in the wilderness without 

being lost.  Jesus was. 



 There is also that tendency towards self-blame when we experience our wilderness times 

as punishment, whether from God or just life.  “I’m going through this tough stretch because 

God is punishing me, or because karma is catching up with me”, we think—and again, one can 

most certainly have wilderness experiences without either being the case, at all.  Jesus was.   

 Why is Jesus in the wilderness?  The first verse of our lesson gives the answer:  “Then 

Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.”  Ah.  Jesus is led by 

the Spirit into the wilderness.  He’s not lost.  He’s not being punished.  But he is led by the Spirit 

there.  And in the wilderness, he will be tempted---an equally good translation would be 

“tested”—by the devil, the one who lies.  Does this mean that every time we feel ourselves to be 

in a kind of wilderness that God has led us there to test us?  I would certainly not make that 

assumption!  As far as I know, none of us are the Messiah, the Christ.  But, I would also not want 

us to assume that we’re in a tough place as a punishment or because we’re hopelessly lost.  

Sometimes wilderness is just where we are at. In a broken world, bad things randomly happen. 

And it is probably fair to say that however we end up there, we may find that the wilderness has 

both upsides and perils, blessings and temptations, and that our faith, our mettle, will be tested 

while we are there.  Which is not necessarily a bad thing. 

 For Jesus, this testing comes right after his Baptism in the Jordan River and right before 

he begins his ministry.  This wilderness time helped to set into perspective for Him, Who He 

was, and what He was about.  It helped Him define His mission and His allegiance.  He was 

tested, and not found wanting.   

 Likewise, our wilderness times may be times of testing for us, too, that help us define 

who we are; whose we are, and what we are about.  In discussing wilderness with others last 



week, here was one of our observations:  the big, dramatic misfortunes that come our way may 

not be so representative of the wilderness as we first might think.  There’s an adrenaline rush that 

tends to sustain us during crisis, and generally crisis is short-lived by its very nature, and we 

often receive a lot of support during a crisis.  It’s the long haul of bearing a heavy burden where 

we really experience wilderness.  Which is to say, that my Mom’s actual death was easier to bear 

than the years of slow fading and failing from the dementia which eventually brought about her 

death.  And part of that agonizingly painful period of life was the length of it, the not knowing 

just how or when it would end, having to just endure.  That’s the 40 days or years equivalent----a 

long period of time with no clear endpoint in sight.  A colleague and friend whose wife died 

suddenly 6 months ago said that it is now that he finds himself in the wilderness, slogging 

through each day, bearing grief, and knowing that there’s no magic formula to mend his broken 

heart and no end time to his grief in sight; he won’t suddenly feel better after 1 year has passed, 

for instance.  It’s just about getting out of bed every day and carrying on.  That’s the wilderness, 

isn’t it?  And don’t all of us have times like that, involving illness or broken relationships or 

uncertainty about our future that just linger and persist and we have to get through them as best 

we can, without having the luxury of knowing that on some day, soon to arrive, the sun will 

shine and the happy ending will be at hand?  That’s where that 40 comes in….that long time 

before the testing is completed.  And we are tested in such times…..our endurance.  Our 

fortitude.  Our resilience.  Our faith in God.  Our hope.  And the devil, the tempter, the one who 

lies, may certainly whisper in our ears at just such times that there is no God; there is no hope; 

we are forever lost and will never be found.  But the devil, diablos in greek, means, the one who 

deceives.  The devil is a liar.  Remembering that and resisting that invitation to despair and 

hopelessness is certainly one of the ways in which we are tested. 



 So, what might we learn from this story of Christ’s time in the wilderness, a time of 

testing and tempting?  We might learn that if we are spending time in the wilderness, it does not 

have to mean we are lost or being punished.  We might learn that time in the wilderness has 

value; it tests us, it leads us to trust in God, to wait on the Lord.  We might learn that where 

humanity is weak in regards to the lies of the temper, as we see in the first lesson in Eden; Christ 

is strong.  He does not lose faith with God or Himself.  We might also learn that God knows the 

wilderness as well as God knows the hairs on our head or the back of our hands.  Christ knows 

what it is to bear the long, difficult burden with no easy endpoint in sight.  There is no wilderness 

so desolate that God is not there with us.  And that is the cause for our hope and gratitude this 

morning; that we never enter the wilderness alone. Even in the wilderness, God is present.  

Divine providence still guides us and protects us.  Those angels who suddenly appeared to wait 

on Christ are with us. And gifts from God may come to us in the wilderness, even as a 

wilderness retreat can bring refreshment or restoration of our souls.  As our sermon hymn 

expresses:  

Jesus still lead on, Till our rest be won; 
And although the way be cheerless, 
We will follow calm and fearless; 
Guide us by your hand, To the promised land. 

If the way be drear, If the foe be near, 
Let no faithless fears overtake us, 
Let not faith and hope forsake us; 
Safely past the foe, To our home we go. 

When we seek relief, From a long felt grief, 
When temptations come alluring, 
Make us patient and enduring; 
Show us that bright shore, Where we weep no more. 



Jesus, still lead on, Till our rest be won; 
Heavenly leader, still direct us, 
Still support, console, protect us, 
Till we safely stand, In the promised land. 

Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


