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 Today is the first Sunday in Lent. Lent is a season in the church year that lasts forty days, not 
counting Sundays. The forty days start on Ash Wednesday (a few days ago) and end on Holy 
Saturday, the day before Easter. 

 Historically, Lent began as a period of fasting and preparation for baptism by those 
converting to Christianity. They would spend this time preparing themselves to be baptized in the 
name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In our current times, we perform baptisms 
throughout the year, not just at Easter. However, this time of Lent remains a season of preparation 
for a spiritual awakening and the celebration of Christ’s resurrection on Easter. Christians around 
the world participate in this season of penitence, prayers, fasting and self-denial, just as Jesus did 
when he spent 40 days in the wilderness.  

 Every year, the first Sunday in Lent focuses on the time that Jesus spent in the wilderness 
and was tempted by the devil. This year we heard Luke’s version. In each of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke’s gospels, the timing of the temptation in Jesus’ life is the same. Jesus is baptized by John. 
God proclaims Jesus as God’s son. Jesus then goes into the wilderness and is tempted by the devil 
three times.  

 There are two obvious main characters in this scripture: Jesus and the devil. However, the 
setting is also a character because the setting shapes the story as much as the characters do. We see 
this happen in the literary world as well. Charles Dicken’s A Tale of Two Cities is an example of 
this. The two settings serve as reflections of each other. More contemporarily works also use this. 
In the Harry Potter series, Hogwarts is as much a part of the story as the characters. In the Hunger 
Games by Suzanne Collins, the arena is as much a character challenging the tributes as the tributes 
were to each other. In Kristin Hannah’s book, The Great Alone, the harshness of the Alaska 
wilderness, particularly in winter, influences the actions of the characters and shapes the narrative. 
(https://crimereads.com/ten-books-where-the-setting-is-a-character/; 
https://www.bustle.com/p/9-young-adult-books-where-the-setting-is-as-important-as-the-
characters-39723; https://www.jacksonville.com/story/entertainment/books/2018/02/25/bleak-
alaska-practically-character-in-the-great-alone/14127749007/) 

 In this passage of scripture, the wilderness is as much a character as Jesus and the devil. In 
the physical sense, the wilderness of this passage is an uninhabited, likely dangerous, area where 
Jesus encountered isolation and obviously lack of food. It set the stage for Jesus being alone, 
vulnerable, and hungry. Spiritually, the wilderness is where solitude, spiritual nourishment, intense 
spiritual experiences and transformation happen. Remember how the Israelites were in the 
wilderness for 40 years? They also faced hunger and thirst. They, unlike Jesus, turned away from 
God. Yet, through that experience, God sustained them and formed a covenant with them as 
God’s chosen people and they were transformed. God provided for Elijah when he went to the 
wilderness to escape a threat on his life because of his ministry. Hagar and Ishmael also went to the 
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wilderness when they were sent away from Abraham’s household. In each of these situations, God 
gave them what they needed and affirmed their identities and gave instructions for their lives. 

 So it is in this physical and spiritual setting that Jesus encounters the Adversary and is 
tempted to abandon his vocation and identity as the Son of God. When we look at these three 
temptations as a whole — turning stones to bread instead of relying on God and having control 
over an economic system, political power, and religious power — we see the devil challenging 
Jesus’ identity and vocation as the Son of God. The Adversary is tempting Jesus to misuse his 
identity, to abandon who and whose he is, and to abandon what God called him to do. 

 It makes perfect sense that these temptations would happen within the forty days of Jesus’s 
baptism and in the wilderness. He had just been declared God’s Son and would be embarking on 
his public ministry of proclaiming the Good News. That’s not just a threat to the ruling powers 
from Rome but also to the devil. He was also vulnerable because he had not eaten for forty days. 
He was famished. Yet, he did not give in to his temptation. 

 Wilderness time is part of our lives, too. I’m not referring to time away at a cabin or camping 
in the woods. I’m referring to the times in our lives when we feel tested to our limits. The times in 
our lives when we experience spiritual dryness, desolation, and distress. The times in our lives 
where we are not physically thirsty and hungry, but we are spiritually thirsty, hungry, and longing. It 
might be our physical health that tests our limits. It might be loneliness, isolation, depression, burn 
out, and other mental wellness concerns that test us. It might be family conflict and dysfunction, 
marital problems, or addiction. It might be a pandemic, political divisiveness, and one country 
invading another that tests our limits.  

 The wilderness is not a place some of us go or stay willingly. We have psychological 
mechanisms to prevent being in the wilderness: avoidance, denial, toxic positivity. We have alcohol 
and other substances to numb us so we don’t feel the feelings of the wilderness. We even have 
Netflix and HBO Max and other streaming services to help us avoid feeling what we’re feeling, 
particularly when we are tested to our limits! 

 However, wilderness times do happen, and we get to choose what to do with them. We can 
numb ourselves and not “go there” or we can be fully present emotionally and spiritually in the 
wilderness and use it as an opportunity to grow and mature in our faith.  

 At best, our wilderness times can lead to us learning more about ourselves, about God, and 
about where and to what we are being called by God. The wilderness offers us an opportunity to 
ask ourselves questions: What am I tempted by? Money, power, security? Materialism, vanity, 
popularity? What important relationships and friendships have been put off? How is my 
relationship with God? What do I take for granted? Our wilderness times might help us sort out 
what matters most to us and to God in our lives. This has certainly been an effect of the pandemic, 
as many people got clarity about what was most important and made changes in their lives to 
reflect that. 

 At worst, our wilderness times can lead us away from God. We may succumb to the 
temptation to think we don’t need God - that we can survive on bread alone. We may succumb to 
the temptation of the values of the secular world that surrounds us: power, control, self-
importance, individualism as the expense of community, winning, fame, more and more stuff 



because it will make us “happy”. The wilderness can lead us away from who and whose we are: 
beloved children of God. 

 There is one more character in this scripture that we haven’t talked about yet. The Holy 
Spirit. The Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness. The Spirit was with him during those forty 
days and in the very human experience of temptation. I think the Holy Spirit helped Jesus say no to 
the devil and to persevere. The Holy Spirit is with us, too, in each moment of our lives - the 
wilderness and non-wilderness time. The Holy Spirit will not leave us; it’s usually us who leaves the 
Holy Spirit. If we can remember that the Spirit is with us, we can get through our wilderness times. 

 During this year’s Lenten journey, I invite you to reflect with me. Are you in the wilderness 
right now? What do you do in wilderness times? Do you forget or question who and whose you 
are? Do you turn to God? What temptations do you face? Are you tempted to rely on yourself or 
others and not God? 

 Jesus left the wilderness and went to Galilee to begin his public ministry of proclaiming the 
Good News. He got through the wilderness, the temptations, and the challenges to his identity by 
turning to the Holy Spirit and to God. I encourage you to use this Lenten season to reflect on your 
wilderness times, contemplate your faith and temptations, enter a spiritual space where you can find 
clarity, find strength in the Holy Spirit, and draw closer to God. And as you do so, remember that 
by the baptism waters, who and whose you are: a beloved child of God. 

 


