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† † † † † † † 
In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of 

the Holy Spirit. Amen. For the past few weeks I’ve 
been contemplating the possibility of giving up some-
thing for Lent. In years past I can’t recall ever even se-
riously considering the question of Lenten abstinence 
for myself, but at least I thought about it this year. As I 
mulled the whole issue over in my mind, I realized that 
– other than sleep and money – there’s very little in life 
I would truly miss if I didn’t have it for a few weeks. 
Now it’s true, I do love chocolate and donuts, but I 
could live without them. I like coffee, but I don’t miss it 
if I don’t have it. I like beer, but it makes me fat and 
gives me a headache – and television, well, I suspect I 
could do without that, too. 

If you sacrifice something for Lent, it ought to hurt 
or matter. It ought to be something that causes you to 
reflect on the sacrifice Jesus made to save us all. But sin 
is always crouching at the door, and that’s the trouble 
with this whole business of giving something up for 
Lent. Let’s say I were to decide to give up breakfast and 
lunch for Lent. Within the blink of an eye – after the 
thought of giving up food – my self-idolatry would al-
most immediately seize on the benefits of such a fast – 
namely, that I need to lose the weight anyhow. Then the 
whole reason for Lent would be lost. I’d feel guilty if I 
ate something (which would mean I hadn’t kept my 
commitment to Jesus), and I’d feel guilty if I didn’t eat 
(because I could make the whole process easier by re-
membering how I ought to be on a diet anyhow). And 
the worst part of all this is that I’d really be under no 
compulsion either to eat or refrain from eating. So, 
what’s the point? 

Matthew and Luke’s Gospels both describe Jesus’ 
entry into the wilderness using terms reminiscent of 
Israel’s Exodus out of Egypt. Both speak about how the 
Spirit led Jesus out into the desert in the same way God 
led Israel on her forty year journey to Canaan. The val-
ley of the shadow of death isn’t quite so lonely when 
you know God is there to comfort and lead you. Mark 
alone breaks away from this imagery. He reports that 
the Spirit didn’t lead Jesus like a gentle shepherd, but in 
fact, drove and threw Him out into the desert. Here we 
see how much Jesus has endured for the sake of our 
salvation. Here is a foreshadowing of His complaint 
from the cross, where He cries out: “My God, My God, 
why have You forsaken Me?” 

Jesus Himself gets treated by the Spirit the same 
way the man born blind was treated by the synagogue 
officials after Jesus had given him back his sight – the 
same way Stephen was dragged out from Jerusalem be-
fore being stoned to death. Jesus wasn’t thrown onto the 
false horns of making some sort of personal decision 
about what He was going to do. He doesn’t debate 
about whether or not He ought to go out into the desert, 
or what the personal benefit of His Lenten retreat might 
be. He had no choice, because the Spirit had given Him 
the boot. 

Now if I had decided to give up half my meals for 
Lent, my inner tension – to eat or not to eat – wouldn’t 
merely be a question of my own personal piety or relig-
iosity. It would be a small example of my whole life as 
one who has been Baptized and Ordained. You see, be-
cause of my own weakness, I very much want to live 
among you in a way that benefits me. I want people to 
like me and speak well of me – and not only because it 
makes me feel good, but also because it helps to insure 
my ongoing employment. No one wants others to be 
disappointed or angry with the decisions they make. No 
pastor wants to see someone leave “his” Church for any 
reason. Hence, everything I do for this congregation 
must, of necessity, be connected to my temptations to-
ward acceptance and gain. I’m not so dull-witted that I 
can’t immediately see the benefits of working hard to 
do the things the congregation expects me to do. 

All pastors, therefore, ought to regard themselves as 
being compelled, driven, and thrown forward by the 
same Spirit that drove our Lord into the wilderness. 
Pastors have to sacrifice their own personal desire for 
acceptance and their temptation to achieve personal glo-
ry. They must do what they have been given to do, 
preach what they are given to preach, and withhold 
what they are given to withhold – no matter the conse-
quences. Pastors who gain members by meeting every 
request or desire will in the end do no one any good. 
Yes-men inflict on their congregations a slow death no 
one will notice until it’s too late. They seem like great 
guys, but they already have their reward. Their future 
will hold for them nothing but the loathing of those they 
didn’t care enough to teach rightly – and of course, our 
Father’s condemnation. 

Our Lord Christ didn’t want to go out into the wil-
derness to suffer any more than He wanted to face the 



suffering of the cross. You remember His words, when 
He prayed: “Abba, Father, everything is possible for 
You. Take this cup from Me.” But for our sake Jesus 
would not allow Himself be ruled by His own personal 
desires. The work the Father gave Him to do was far 
more important than anything else. And in a sense, you 
and I are in the same boat – that is, God has also given 
us work to do while here in this world. And to be sure 
“Christ’s love compels us” to do it, because in Baptism 
we were given the very same Spirit who drove Jesus out 
into the desert. Therefore you would do well to consider 
yourself driven, thrown forward, and compelled by the 
Spirit. If comfort and popularity are the only things that 
chart your decision-making, you’re missing the point. If 
you’ve ever found yourself caught in the tension be-
tween saying the right thing versus saying what others 
want to hear, then you probably understand what Lent 
is all about. You can’t win: either you’ll be guilty be-
fore God, or guilty in the eyes of men. 

If you’re able to suppress your own desires long 
enough to speak or act piously toward your neighbor, 
no matter the consequences, then the Spirit has been at 
work. Tradition holds that Isaiah was sawn in two for 
the sake of His faithfulness to the Word. If this is true, 
then just maybe you and I might be able to tolerate a 
little disgust from those who don’t like our words or 
actions. Jeremiah would agree, shouting up from the 
cistern that became his prison. And so would Shadrach, 
Meshach and Abednego, standing with their Lord in the 
fiery furnace. 

If you go back to the beginning, you might remem-
ber how Adam and Eve were also driven out of Eden by 
God. In fact, the Greek translation of the Old Testament 
uses the very same word to describe their expulsion as 
Mark uses for Jesus’ exile in the desert. St. Paul calls 
Jesus the new Adam. And our Lord traced the Old Ad-
am’s steps. He left the Eden of God’s presence, passed 
through Baptism, and entered the creation we corrupted 
into a desert and wilderness. The thorns of Adam’s 
curse later were woven into a crown. “He was with the 
wild animals,” but they weren’t purring. Instead, they 
wanted to eat Him. The whole creation had turned 
against Him. 

By moving through the doorway of Baptism into the 
abandonment of God and the aggression of this fallen 
creation, Jesus opened the way for your return back to 
Eden. In your Baptism, you came up through the water 
and were granted entrance back into the eternal paradise 

from which our first parents were driven – for you see, 
the Spirit drove Jesus out so He could draw you in. 
Your forgiveness and life merited much more than 
Christ’s comfort. The divine will overshadowed 
Christ’s human nature and held it in check. For after 
Jesus said, “Abba, Father, everything is possible for 
You. Take this cup from Me,” He immediately added, 
“Yet not what I will, but what You will.” 

Perhaps this Gospel will open up some new possibil-
ities for your Lenten acts of contrition. Rather than giv-
ing up things you could do without anyway, you might 
want to dig a little deeper. Perhaps you should give up 
your mistaken assumptions that you have a choice when 
it comes to the divine Word, or that your personal opin-
ion actually matters when it comes to discerning God’s 
will. Perhaps you should refuse to be mastered by what 
others think of you. St. Paul put it this way when he 
wrote: “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or 
of God? Or am I trying to please men? If I were still 
trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ. 
On the contrary, we speak as men approved by God to 
be entrusted with the Gospel. We are not trying to 
please men, but God, who tests our hearts. You know 
we never used flattery, nor did we put a on a mask to 
cover up greed – God is our witness. We are not look-
ing for praise from men, not from you or from anyone 
else.” 

Therefore, dear Christian, it is not yourself whom 
God calls you to please, but God Himself. And what 
pleases God? It is when you believe in the One whom 
He has sent to be Your Savior – the One whom the 
Spirit drove out into the wilderness to be tempted by 
Satan in your place – The one who went to the cross 
bearing your sin, my sin, and yes, the sin of the entire 
world – the One who, after shedding His lifeblood on 
Calvary’s cross, now offers you His very body and 
blood to eat and drink in the Holy Communion so that 
your sin might be forgiven and your faith emboldened. 
God has called you to this and given You a promise of 
life an salvation in the life, suffering, death and resur-
rection of His Son. And when God calls you may also 
be sure He will deliver, for God cannot lie – especially 
when it comes to His desire to save sinners – especially 
you and me. May it always be so for Jesus’ sake. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one 
true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


