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The Wilderness Temptations 

  One of my favorite escapes is camping in the mountains. Just the idea of a weeklong 

camping trip to just relax is always tempting. I can appreciate the thought of no cell phones, 

emails or work schedules, and casting a few lines into a stream or lake. Just time alone or maybe 

hiking the mountains with a few others and pondering our journey with God. Yet, while I have 

done this in the past, the reality is that in the midst of leaving the world behind for just a few 

days, the cares of the world never leave us. We are tempted to worry about the big questions: 

Where is our life going? Who are the people who really matter? Does our life honor God? It’s 

amazing what we think about in those moments camping alone or with a few others deep in the 

mountains. The wilderness is a place where doubts, temptations and questions abound. At the 

heart of all our temptations is the question, “Who am I in Christ?”  

As we journey this Christian experience, our wilderness moments and experiences just might 

reveal who we really are, where our focus is really placed. 

 In today’s scripture Jesus ventures into the wilderness. Wilderness is a common theme this time 

of year. It characterizes this spiritual Lenten journey we travel. In the scriptures, it is a place of 

testing. We’ve already encountered our fair share of wilderness in scripture. It was in the 

wilderness that Moses traveled 40 days and 40 nights on Mount Sinai to receive the Law. It was 

in the wilderness that Israel rebelled against God and an embittered Moses struck the rock at 

Meribah. It was in the wilderness that God fed the people manna from heaven – the one-of-a-

kind “what is it?” meal which was meant to teach dependence on God and the word of God. The 

wilderness was where Israel learned what it meant to be the people of God, through failure and 

second chances. The wilderness exposes who we are in light of who God has called us to be.  

The wilderness is where Jesus is sent. We may wonder why this is necessary. He’s just 

been baptized. The heavens were opened and the voice of God proclaimed the Messiah’s 

identity. We yearn to see what Jesus will do next, where he will go, what his ministry will entail. 

Despite our eagerness, the next step is a private one. Jesus must go to a solitary place, far from 

the support of community, companionship and basic human comforts. Will the Son of Man be 

the kind of Messiah God has called him to be? The wilderness will make that known.  
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It’s an uncomfortable 40 days and 40 nights without food. Alone and with an empty 

stomach, Jesus now must endure three trials from the Evil One. “If you are the Son of God,” the 

tempter suggests, “turn these stones into bread.” Use your divine authority to overcome your 

human need. You don’t need to endure this most basic of desires, to fill your belly – if you so 

choose. The first temptation is to remove himself from identifying with the ordinary needs of 

average people. Can the devil convince Jesus to distance himself from the purpose of the 

incarnation? This is the temptation, yet Jesus resists. “One does not live by bread alone.”  

The tempter, already prepared with a second approach, takes Jesus to the pinnacle of the 

temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he dares, “throw yourself down.” I’ll confess as one who 

doesn’t care much for heights; this temptation does not seem to make much sense to me. Yet the 

temptation isn’t about self-harm or thrill-seeking. The devil quotes the Psalms that promise 

God’s protection for the Lord’s anointed, “so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.” 

The temptation is to test God. We can hear the temptation taking shape: “God promised to 

protect you. You can do as you wish. Be reckless. Be unpredictable. Force God to act. Take 

your future into your own hands.” The tempter is inviting Jesus to take charge of his own life 

and his own death. Will Jesus reject God’s purpose and live on his own terms? This is the 

temptation, yet Jesus is unmoved. “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”  

The tempter, not yet ready to admit defeat, makes one final attempt; atop a high 

mountain, he shows Jesus the kingdoms of the world and their splendor. “All this I will give 

you.” Imagine seeing laid out before you the wealth of the most powerful nations, the strength of 

the world’s greatest armies and the wisdom of the most learned individuals of this world. This is 

an offer of power, an offer of control. All of it is available now. God sent Jesus on a mission of 

suffering and humility to inaugurate a kingdom that would grow like a mustard seed, slowly and 

unpredictably. The devil offers power immediately – “if you will bow down and worship me.” 

Will the Son of God take the easy way out in exchange for his relationship with the Father? 

“Worship the Lord your God and serve only him.” Jesus remains steadfast.  

Jesus resists and refutes the temptation and with that, the devil departs. 

The wilderness exposes who Jesus really is. He’s not there for selfish gain, to manipulate 

God or to take the easy way. Being the Son of God is about more than a title. Jesus chooses to 
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remain faithful to the identity God has given, to the journey he has been sent to travel. 

Faithfulness and fidelity to God are his identity. Through the wilderness, we see the validation of 

the words spoken at his baptism. Jesus is the one in whom God is well-pleased.  

Jesus’ story reminds us that we are in the wilderness, too. This Lenten journey may very 

well refine, reinforce or expose who we are. Like the wilderness of the mountains or the barren 

places, Lent is a time of simplicity. We’re invited to remove distractions, to renew our spiritual 

disciplines. We refocus on our identity as Christians, on the journey we have been sent to travel. 

Yet, in the midst of this wilderness season, we may find ourselves struggling with doubts and 

temptations. You never know what you’ll encounter out there, exposed, in the wilderness. 

 Some of our temptations may focus on our relationships. Will we remain faithful to our 

vows and our covenants? Or will we try to exempt ourselves from the shared bonds of 

community and relationship? Other temptations may center on selfishness. Will we remember 

that our resources belong to God and should be shared with others? Or will we give in to the lie 

that we are at the center of our lives? Still, other temptations may deal with accomplishment. 

What are we willing to trade to get that next great job, to receive a huge pay-out or to hear others 

speak accolades to us? Are we willing to compromise our values to take the easy way out?  

There are so many temptations. At the end of the day, it all comes down to one 

question: As we journey with Jesus, do we know who we are in Christ, and are we in in 

proper relationship with him and the scriptures to resist the temptations of any wilderness 

experience we may encounter? 

I wonder what temptations you’re struggling with today. What keeps going through your 

mind? What keeps you from sleeping at night? What are you wrestling with? Temptation is very 

real for anyone on a journey with Jesus, any believer. In the wilderness, as we seek to be faithful, 

it’s as if we can almost hear the Evil One whisper before every temptation, “If you are a 

Christian…” – and when we hear those words, that temptation, we know fidelity to our Christian 

identity is at stake.  

As difficult as the trials may be, there is good news. We don’t have to make this 

wilderness journey alone. Jesus is our guide. He models a simple yet powerful path to stand 

against temptation. How does he do this? He knew Scripture. In each of his responses to 
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temptation, Jesus quoted the word of God. With each scripture, you can almost hear the larger 

story coming to life. In the word, we’re reminded that we don’t live on bread alone. God 

provides sustenance for a hungry Israel. In the word, we are reminded that God protects the 

Anointed. And the Anointed is faithful and steadfast. In the Bible, worship of God and God 

alone is the first and greatest commandment. It’s what it means to be God’s covenant people. 

Jesus was not standing alone in his encounter with the devil. He was standing within the 

promises of a powerful God who, through generations, has stood steadfast with people.  

Jesus endures through God’s word. 

In this Lenten season we are taking a journey: to simplify, to listen and to renew. Yet on 

any journey we take, we must be prepared. This Lenten season, I invite you to consider 

memorizing and learning scripture. Often we may be inclined to think of scripture memorization 

as too simple or for children. It wasn’t too simple for Jesus. After all, Lent is meant to return us 

to the basics of discipleship. Knowing scripture is part of our identity. We shouldn’t content 

ourselves with a vague familiarity with the Bible or only having read it once or twice. God’s 

people should know God’s word. We should know the stories, memorize key verses and allow 

them to shape our understanding of the world. At all times immerse yourself in the world of 

scripture, and you just may discover that the scriptures are just what you need when you’re 

immersed in a world of temptation. How do we prepare for the wilderness? We learn the word.  

After I ended my time in the military I returned home and began college. I met a 

professor that eventually became a great friend. She introduced me to an organization called 

“Outward Bound.” This is an organization that focuses on outdoor experiential excursions.  I 

decided to take one of their offerings and set out on a 21-day hiking trip across the mountains of 

North Carolina. In the first part of the trip, we were trained in mountaineering where I and others 

learned how to hike using the trail system and visual references of the mountain ranges. The final 

hike of the trip was one where the participants mountaineered a five-day hike planned by us, 

without the paid instructors. We were two days into the hike when we reached a point where we 

were to split onto another path. The problem was there had been a bad storm that damaged trees 

in the area, and the forest service had come in and cleared that whole four-acre area of all the 

trees. If you have hiked in the mountains, you know the trail markers are usually located on the 

trees. We were lost in all respects. The trees, the trail markers, and the trails were all gone. Of 
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course, the organization, Outward Bound, did not know this. It took us some time, and we lost a 

day, but we eventually figured out that we could go back to our training and use the mountain 

ranges to lead us to the correct place where the trail would start again. We reached our check-in 

point a day late just as a search party was gathering to find us. The final hike wasn’t supposed to 

include a test but because of unexplained events, we found ourselves lost with only our training 

to find a solution to our situation. It was a difficult experience, but the wilderness proved we 

knew what to do. Our journey with Jesus is similar, we will experience unexplained wilderness 

moments. Will we be prepared or will we focus on the unexpected event? 

 Brothers and sisters, may your wilderness moments prove that you know what to do. 

Steep yourselves in God’s word. Let it seep into your heart and fill your imaginations so that 

through the toughest of trials and temptations, you may know what to do. Stand strong and firm 

in your identity in Christ – not wavering in faith or taking the easy way out; so that as you walk 

into that wilderness journey, you will not only be equipped with the word of God, but know that 

you are traveling toward the Word of God who is the Son of God. May his faithfulness inspire 

and guard you along your way, so that the wilderness may prove you to be a faithful child of 

God.  “To Journey with Jesus” means that when we find ourselves in a wilderness situation, our 

spiritual training and our relationship with God will sustain us and guide us through. 

Amen 


