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In whatever ways your life feels like a wilderness, please believe
and remember you are not alone. God is with you, and we are
here to walk through it together. Believe that you can not only survive in the wilderness, you can thrive.
Rev. Fred Craddock said, “a real temptation is an offer not to fall
but to rise to greater heights.” What is offered seems good, attractive. "The tempter in Eden didn’t ask, ‘Do you wish to be as the
devil?” but “Do you wish to be as God?’ No self-respecting devil
would approach a person with offers of personal, domestic, or social ruin. That is in the small print at the bottom of the temptation.”

Turn to God and be irrelevant. Trust in God and remember that it is
God’s job to be God, and it is our job to be servant followers of
God. Grasp hold of the life of the Spirit. Pray fervently.
To God be the glory.

As they face thousands of dollars in debt, and no job, needless to
say, disillusionment and self-doubt set in. The wilderness is the
place where we can be honest with God, be real with our selves
about who we really are and what we are really capable of. The
Rev. Barbara Brown Taylor knows well the realities of the wilderness. She writes, “Maybe the wilderness just looked like a hospital waiting room to you, or the sheets on a cheap motel bed after
you got kicked out of your house, or maybe it looked like the
parking lot where you couldn't find your car on the day you lost
your job. It may even have been a kind of desert in the middle of
your own chest, where you begged for a word from God and
heard nothing but the wheezing bellows of your own breath.
Wildernesses come in so many shapes and sizes that the only
way you can really tell you are in one is to look around for what
you normally count on to save your life and come up empty. No
food. No earthly power. No special protection--just a Biblequoting devil and a whole bunch of sand. Needless to say, this is
not a situation many of us seek. Most of us, in fact, spend a lot
of time and money trying to stay out of it; but I don't know anyone
who succeeds at that entirely or forever. Sooner or later, every
one of us will get to take our own wilderness exam, our own trip
to the desert to discover who we really are and what our lives are
really about. I guess that could sound like bad news, but I don't
think it is. I think it is good news--because even if no one ever
wants to go there, and even if those of us who end up there want
out again as soon as possible, the wilderness is still one of the
most reality-based, spirit-filled, life-changing places a person can
be.
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. What did that long, famishing stretch in the wilderness do
to him? It freed him--from all devilish attempts to distract him
from his true purpose, from hungry craving for things with no
power to give him life, from any illusion he might have had that
God would make his choices for him. After forty days in the wilderness, Jesus had not only learned to manage his appetites; he
had also learned to trust the Spirit that had led him there to lead
him out again, with the kind of clarity and grit he could not have
found anywhere else.
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Have you ever thought of your life as a wilderness, like you are
wandering around looking for meaning or purpose or way out or for
God to show up? The word wilderness is very symbolic in Scripture. Think back to the time of Adam and Eve. Their lives are going great in the security and safety of the Garden of Eden, but after
an episode of disobedience to God where they fall prey to temptation, eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, God
kicks them out of the garden. Life becomes a wilderness for them.
Like Adam and Eve, Moses lives through wilderness times. He
works tirelessly to get Pharaoh to let God’s people go. God leads
Moses and the people across the Red Sea away from the dangers
of Pharaoh and his mighty army and into the wilderness where for
40 years the people learn to trust God and live in faith. The wilderness is a place of testing, God’s classroom, a place where God
softens the rough edges of leadership and character and faith.
Today we see Jesus getting tested by an agent of God’s permission.
The devil, also called literally “ha satan,” (the one who tests),
spends time with Jesus during his 40 day trial in the wilderness.
The wilderness of Jesus is a place where he sharpens his focus as
the baptized Messiah, where he prays and looks inwardly for the
power of God’s Spirit, and where he displays a rugged trust in his
Heavenly Father, a trust that we are invited to emulate today. The
wilderness is a season in his life of endurance, of trust, of obedience, and of witnessing to the promises of God. The wilderness is
a test, and Jesus passes it with flying colors. There are three key
tests or lies that Jesus faces in the wilderness, and I want to suggest to us today that as we navigate our way through the wilderness of life, we face these same challenges. The first test: being
relevant. The tempter comes and says to Jesus, “If you are the
Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.”
But Jesus answers, "It is written, ‘One does not live by bread
alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’
famished! If you are who you believe you are, God’s beloved Son,
you’ll be able to feed yourself. Take these inanimate objects— so

many of them here in the desert–and turn them into something
useful. Be relevant. Be useful. Produce something. Prove yourself. If you want to get anywhere in this world you must show results— be effective. The problem is that this is the language of
an economic system of 'production as value.' When we focus on
producing results, and their effectiveness, the temptation is to
value a human’s worth based merely on what they can do for the
rest of us. In a culture where many Christians shop for churches,
looking for that perfect combination of inspiration and programs,
many congregations and leaders find themselves lost in a wilderness of competition.

Ever heard of the three “Bs”? Buildings, bottoms, and bucks.
We compete to be relevant by having amazing buildings that are
attractive and state-of-the-art so that we can get as many bottoms in our pews and seats. The better our buildings and the
more bottoms in our pews, the more relevant and successful we
are, and if we are relevant and successful (if we’ve turned all the
right stones into bread), then people will gladly give their money!
Marva Dawn and Eugene Peterson wrote a book a few years ago
where, in part, they addressed this sort of wilderness thinking.
They called the book The Unnecessary Pastor. They write, “We
tend to prize our lives most when we see ourselves becoming
powerful and influential— or in other words, becoming
"necessary" to the churches we serve.
Petersen states emphatically that the inner communion of the
Three Persons of the Trinity should be the image for the ministry
model that clergy should seek to emulate and not to conform to
the standards set by the worldly culture. The end result of the
former is for the pastor to become a faithful and effective Christcentered servant leader. Hence, the pastor becomes
“unnecessary’ to the success of the local church. Whereas, the
end result of the latter is for the pastor to fall into the secular
worldly-based model of ministry by becoming a manager, marketer, entertainer and therapist. Thus, the pastor becomes
“necessary” to the success of the local church by subscribing to a
pastor-centric focus.
It is this goal of making clergy unnecessary to which the book
has as its primary aim. ,Jesus calls us all away from the temptation to be relevant and instead invites us to be faithful. I think
part of the problem the Pharisees and experts of the law have
with Jesus is that they want him to be relevant. He turns their expectations upside down. Not only must we be relevant, we must
be amazing.

Then the devil takes Jesus to the holy city and places him on the
pinnacle of the temple, 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.’” Jesus says to
him, "Again it is written, 'Do not put the Lord your God to the
test.’” Stand out in the crowd. Be excellent. Be outstanding. Be
gifted. Be above average, at the very least, because heaven
knows, no one should just be average.
These are the mandates for contemporary life. When I say
SAT or ACT to those of you who are between17 and 37 years old
(or if you have you been a parent of a teenager in the past 20
years) you probably still get a knot in your stomach. This week, in
fact, thousands of high school seniors are anxiously awaiting a
thick envelope or a thin envelope revealing their acceptance or
rejection to the colleges of their choice. There is nothing wrong
with doing our best and excelling in the wilderness of life. What
Jesus shows us is that faith is not primarily about what we do; it
is about who God is. God’s power. God’s grace. Not our works
and our own righteousness.
The life of faith is about trusting in the provision of God not just
living with a sense of our own self-reliance. The third and final
temptation or lie is how we are encouraged to believe that we
can have it all. Again, the devil takes Jesus to a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he says to him, "All these I will give you, if you will fall
down and worship me.” Jesus replies, "Away with you, Satan! for
it is written, 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’”
The truth is we can’t have it all. We can’t have our proverbial
cake and eat it too—not at least without cost to our mental, physical, or spiritual health, or the health of our planet.
We are mortal. We are terminal. The earth’s natural resources
are limited. Our work and careers will come to an end. Our children will grow up and need us less. We will do all we can, work
hard, and some day our number will be up, just like everyone
else’s. As the poet in Ecclesiastes says, 'All is vanity. All will wither and fade away like the grass and flowers. (Cheery?) We tell
kids that they can be anything they want to be. Yet, many young
adults tell us that what was intended to be encouragement to
them has backfired. They see that there really is no guarantee
that after graduating from even highly selective colleges that they
will get the jobs they assumed they would.

