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Always, on the First Sunday in Lent we hear one of the gospel accounts of Jesus’ temptations in 

the wilderness: either Matthew or Mark or (this year) Luke. Luke introduces it this way:  

After his baptism, Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and 

was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by 

the devil. 

 

Those relatively few words convey so much: Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit; dripping wet from his 

baptism; led in the wilderness by that same baptismal Spirit; and tested there for 40 days. 

 

“Tested,” I suggest, rather than “tempted” (as it reads in our translation this morning): 

For forty wilderness days and nights he was tested by the Devil. 

 

That’s how Eugene Peterson translates it. The choice of words is subtly different – and maybe 

not terribly significant – but tested comes closer, I think, to the point of those 40 days. 

 

For I think it’s clear that Luke wants to evoke another time in the wilderness: Jesus’ 40 days in 

the wilderness hearkens back to Israel’s 40 years in the wilderness, making the long, arduous 

journey from captivity in Egypt to freedom in a new land promised by God.  

 

Both of these journeys in the wilderness are “origin” stories. In the modern genre of an origin 

story, the hero emerges out of the crucible of challenging, sometimes horrific experience 

stronger, more confident, better prepared to live up to the calling that has been given. These 

biblical journeys are like that.  

 

And I think “tested” gets at that idea better.  

 

When we think of temptations, we often devolve to morality … sins and peccadilloes, maybe 

bad choices. But for Jesus, as for Israel, the matter at hand goes deeper than that. For the 

“wilderness” is not merely a physical description of a landscape; it’s a spiritual designation of a 

place one goes for testing, listening, learning, refining.  

 

Almost as an aside, I notice the number 40. 40 is the Bible’s way of saying “a very long time.” 

It’s no small point (in and of itself) that there are precious few “quick fixes” in this world. Any 

meaningful change or transformation – whether for a nation or an individual – will be hard and 

will take time. (And in these challenges Jesus rejects every shortcut presented.) 
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I’ve said that I think it’s clear that Luke is evoking the story of Israel’s time in the wilderness. 

What makes the point clearly, I think, are the very words Jesus says in his responses to the three 

challenges put to him. Each time he responds by quoting scripture. But he’s not choosing from a 

broad sampling of the Bible. He pulls from the Book of Deuteronomy each time. 

 

The devil can quote the Bible, chapter and verse (as has been said before). But the devil does so, 

it seems, without understanding what the words mean. That, too, is an almost incidental detail 

worth our attention. Jesus, of course, knows his Bible, chapter and verse. And he knows what 

meaning to make of it. And so, Jesus pulls on a thread – maybe weaves a rope! – that connects 

the story of his life to the ancient, essential story of all God’s beloved. 

 

Deuteronomy re-tells the story of the People of God being tested in the wilderness.  

 

Near the end of Deuteronomy, as we heard in our first reading here this morning, Moses 

describes a liturgy the people should use after they’ve left the wilderness behind them. Every 

time you celebrate a harvest festival in your new home, he says, make a confession, saying:  

“A wandering Aramean was my ancestor …”  

 

Wandering, as when a sheep wanders from the flock, and so is in danger of dying. More to the 

point, it should be: “A starving Aramean was my ancestor …” or “A perishing Aramean was 

my ancestor …”  

 

Remember that it is God who has provided for you. This is the fundamental lesson they should 

have learned in their journey through the wilderness. God has given them all that they have, all 

that they will ever enjoy.  

 

They dare not enter the Promised Land believing that they’ve done this all on their own. They 

did not pull themselves up from their misery and establish a new nation on their own and make 

it flourish merely through the sweat of their brow and the strength of their arms. No, it’s all gift. 

From the beginning.  

 

And it’s not a reward for their special goodness. They have too often shown themselves a 

people who disappoint.  

 

And so, finally, in the end, Moses says, bow down before God. Give thanks to God for what you 

have been given.  

 

And make sure you share the blessings of God with friends and with strangers, too. Include the 

foreigners who reside with you, for the alien in your midst has as much right to enjoy God’s 

undeserved and unreserved bounty as anyone. You’ve earned no special rights that you should 

hoard as private treasure what God so freely gives. 

 

That’s the key story of the People of God. And that’s the story Jesus claims as his own. 
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And this is our story, as well. We come from a line of vagabonds. And it is God who has given 

us everything we have. It is God who has been our stronghold and our sure defense. Not we 

ourselves. Not our own good judgment or special wisdom. Not our own strength. Not because 

we deserve our good fortune. God made us who we are and has given us all we have.  

 

And remember this, too: in hard times and fearful times, God was with us through it all … seen 

and unseen, known and unknown. 

 

We do well to recall these lessons. Amidst anxiety around Covid (and variants (and 

subvariants)), divisiveness in politics and contemptible policies, war in Ukraine. In the midst of 

it all, remember to look back and say, “We’ve been here before.” And God is with us still. 

 

God has led us through the wilderness before, bringing us to a place we call home. And hard 

times were never a sign that God had abandoned us; God was always in our midst, in times of 

plenty and of want.  

 

In the end, Jesus says, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” That’s his final word on the 

matter at hand.  

 

To put God to the test is to imagine we dictate terms to God. We bargain with the one who has 

given us life. To test God is to declare that God has failed us whenever the world does not work 

in our favor. It is to decide we need a different god, one who will bend the world to satisfy our 

wants and our cravings. 

 

No, Jesus says, “put ME to the test” (which is, of course, the heart of it all this morning). And 

Jesus passes the test with flying colors. He crushes it. 

 

A few weeks ago here, we heard Jesus speak of those whom God had blessed. He emphasized 

the poor, the hungry, those in grief and sorrow, everyone excluded and reviled. His list stood in 

stark contrast to the normal assumptions of his day – and of ours. The blessed, by Jesus’ terms, 

were those everybody else in the world assumes were devoid of blessing.  

 

I wonder if this is a lesson Jesus learned – or maybe clarified – in the wilderness.  

 

The word blessed has an interesting history. Before it came to be used in the Bible, the word 

first was used by the Greeks to refer to the gods. The gods were the blessed ones who had 

achieved a state of happiness and contentment in life that was beyond all mortal cares and 

labors. The blessed ones were beings who lived way up there in some other world, safely 

removed from ours.  

 

In time, the word began to be used to speak the "dead." They were blessed humans, who had 

reached the other world of the gods and were now beyond the cares of earthly life.  
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And finally, the word came to refer to the elite, the upper crust of society. It referred to people 

whose riches and power put them above the normal cares and worries of the lesser folk. 

 

In all of these meanings, the "blessed" ones existed on a higher plane than the rest of the people. 

They were gods. They were humans who had gone to that other world of the gods. They were 

the wealthy, upper crust – kept secure by many possessions. They lived above the fray. i 

 

But when Jesus spoke of those who were, in his estimation, blessed, he used the word in a 

totally different way. He deemed those living “in the fray” to be blessed. 

 

Again, I wonder if his use of the word on that other day when he stood on the plain and taught 

the people gathered there … I wonder if his use of the word “blessed” was a lesson learned – or 

a lesson deeply confirmed for him – in the wilderness.  

 

For there he was, seemingly alone, for all intents and purposes with nothing to sustain him, but 

God was with him. He could trust that. That was the ancient story. That was his experience. 

Whatever came next, he would never be abandoned. And he counted it all a blessing.  

 

And so, Jesus finds himself at home in the world, and at peace. Led by the Spirit of love, he 

knows he is God’s beloved. He possesses a peace the world cannot give. He has no need to be in 

charge of that world. He does not need to control everything that swirls around him. He will 

not expect the world to bend to his will and keep him safe, as if he has some special right to be 

kept fat and happy. He need only rest in the world, confident in the goodness of creation and 

the love of the God for himself and for all who dwell therein. 
 

The well-known poem, “The Peace of Wild Things,” by Wendell Berrry, seems an apt place to 

leave off: 

When despair for the world grows in me 

and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be, 

I go and lie down where the wood drake 

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds. 

I come into the peace of wild things 

who do not tax their lives with forethought 

of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 

And I feel above me the day-blind stars 

waiting with their light. For a time 

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.  

 

 

 

i Brian Stoffregen @ https://crossmarks.com/brian/luke6x17.htm. 

https://crossmarks.com/brian/luke6x17.htm

