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Sermon 06-22/23-2019 

Wilderness, Part II – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Matthew 4:1-11 

 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 He fasted 

forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3 The tempter came and said to 

him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4 But he 

answered, “It is written, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

    but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 

5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6 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.’” 

7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the 

world and their splendor; 9 and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down 

and worship me.” 10 Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, 

    and serve only him.’” 

11 Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him. 

 

1) 

I hope you enjoyed last weekend when our youth director Brian Stahl was on the 

preaching schedule here at First Church. I checked out the recording of the 9am 

service and it looked like people really enjoyed his powerful message… 

 

But now Pastor Markus is back and we go back into the theme of wilderness! Part 

II today. Ready? 

 

Can I start by telling you an incredibly sad story? 

 
Share story: “Why didn’t you join hands sooner?” – attached 

 

I feel almost bad for telling you such a sad story. But at the same time I know that 

life on this planet just has these kinds of tragedies. We all know that! There is no 

point in denying that this world is filled with tragedy. Injustices are happening 

everywhere and no matter of which social, educational or racial group you are: 

Experiencing some form of tragedy or hardship is probably part of your life. We all 

find ourselves in the wilderness at times.  

 

Two weeks ago I talked to you about the people of Israel and the beginning of their 

40 years in the wilderness. I pointed out that they weren’t lost in the wilderness, 

that great things happened in the wilderness, that God had a plan for them in the 

wilderness, sustained them and guided them. We realized that this is also true for 

us. Life is not always about making it to the Promised Land – the wilderness itself 

has meaning!  
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The story I just shared, though, is an extreme type of wilderness experience. A 

mom lost her child – what a wilderness that is. I hope you never have to experience 

it – though quite a few of us have. Those types of wildernesses are different. There 

is nothing good about them. Good can come out of them – but there is nothing 

good about them in itself. The question here is: What do we do in the wilderness? 

What do we make out of it? 

 

The point of the story I shared was that if people had united sooner, the wilderness 

experience of a lost child would have ended differently. It’s a lesson about the 

power of doing something together in a wilderness situation. 

 

 Here is my belief: The question is not “How can I avoid a wilderness 

experiences in my life?” The question is: “What do I do/how do I behave 

when I’m in one?!” 

 

2) 

Let’s recall the story of Jesus and the wilderness that we heard today in the 

scripture lesson. Who brought that wilderness upon Jesus? Who was it? 

 

It said “the Spirit,” the Holy Spirit of God drove Jesus into the wilderness. 

Sometimes we think that “everything Holy Spirit” is just extraordinary and 

enthusiastically great. But here we hear that the Spirit did something very different: 

He drove Jesus into the wilderness. 

 

It was a true bittersweet experience: It was sweet because Jesus used that time to 

fast and prepare himself for his ministry. Many scholars compare Jesus’ 40 days in 

the wilderness with the 40 years that Israel spent in the wilderness.  

The purpose of Israel’s 40 years was to prepare for being a nation freed from 

slavery and obedient to God.  

The purpose of Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness was to prepare for his 

ministry.  

 

But there was also some sever bitterness: Toward the end of Jesus’ 40 days Satan 

shows up and tempts him severely. And that brings us to the question: What do we 

do/ how do we behave when we are in the wilderness? What do we make out of it?  

 

Wilderness experiences of our lives can’t always be avoided. It is a great mystery 

why God doesn’t always protect us from the wilderness – it just seems to be part 

of human life. And so the sole question is, what do we do when God’s life plan for 

us leads us into the wilderness? 

  

Here is what we learn from Jesus: He chose to resist the temptation to cave and do 

the wrong thing in the wilderness – and the result was that heaven opened up for 

him and angles served him! (…) 
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3) 

This may all sound a bit too easy for you. You may feel like I’m suggesting:  

‘Just be a good person when you are confronted with the wilderness and 

you’ll see that heaven will reach out to the rescue and all will be fine.’ 

 

I’m not saying that! Jesus was tempted not once but three times. That suggests that 

the wilderness temptation was not a quick episode. He was tempted to cave in the 

wilderness and so are we. Whenever you are in a wilderness situation of your life. 

Whether it is something drastic like physically losing a child or a family 

member. Whether it is a disease, a hard situation at work, a job loss, losing a loved 

one, losing a relationship, you name it.  

Wilderness situations are tough and can’t always be fixed in an easy way. So 

let’s remember: God is present in the wilderness and so is his Spirit who 

encourages us to make good decisions.  

 

What can you do to make good decisions in the wildernesses of your life? What 

can you do to join hands sooner before it is too late? 

 

Our Methodist denomination is in the wilderness these days. We are so large and 

equally large seem to be our theological differences. Last weekend Pastor Liz, Bill 

Schwandt and I went to our denomination’s annual conference in Green Bay and 

we got to observe firsthand what wilderness looks like. We have some incredibly 

gifted, intelligent and passionate leaders in our church – both lay and clergy. Some 

of them were able to bring across in succinct and respectful ways how they feel in 

the wilderness of disagreements – others, also very gifted and smart, used much 

fiercer language of complaint. It was undeniable to acknowledge that we are in a 

wilderness of disagreement. 

 

I’m in this wilderness too – and I want to say: you are in this wilderness also. I 

don’t think we’re lost in it, none of us is, in the same way as Israel1 and Jesus 

weren’t lost in the wilderness. We are tasked to figure out what to do/ how to 

behave in the wilderness in which we are. Here is how I feel called to behave in 

the wilderness: I’m not going to wait to join hands until I’m in the Promised Land. 

I’m not going to wait until I die and go to heaven to reconcile with those I disagree 

with. I’m trying as hard as I can to join hands “sooner,” … now! There is a purpose 

for everyone who is in the wilderness. 

 

I want to ask you too: don’t wait to join hands in your wildernesses. Walk hand in 

hand with your neighbors even when they are enemies so that God can show you 

that they are just as much children of God as you are. Don’t wait for heaven, make 

heaven happen here, on earth, in the wilderness. 

Amen. 

                                                           
1 E.g. Exodus 14:3 refers to Pharaoh’s mistaken analysis and Numbers 17:12 does not apply to the wandering 
status but to the fear of consequences… 


