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Jesus in the Wilderness 
 
Here to contemplate together this morning we have this account of the time that 
Jesus spent in the wilderness, the symbolically rich forty days and forty nights—
echoing the forty days of the great flood in the time of Noah; echoing the forty 
days of Abraham’s wilderness wandering; echoing the forty days that Moses 
spent atop Mt Sinnai as he chiseled into stone that great revelation of the Ten 
Commandments—and so too for Jesus, these forty days represent a time of 
intense introspection, a time of fasting and prayer, and so it’s these forty days 
which provide us with the framework for our own forty-day Lenten journey. Lent 
will eventually bring us right up to the very last days of Jesus’ life and ministry, 
but here, with this account of Jesus in the wilderness, we find him at the very 
beginning of his work.  
 
In a way, the story of Jesus’ wilderness testing really begins just before this 
moment that we have for today, beginning instead with Jesus’ baptism by John in 
the Jordan River, which immediately precedes this account in the Gospels. Aside 
from one very brief mention of the 12-year old Jesus wandering off from his 
parents to visit with the rabbis in the Temple, the moment of baptism is the very 
first glimpse we have of the adult, historical Jesus. 
 
Luke reports in his Gospel that Jesus was 30 years old when he went to John to 
be baptized. When I think about this from the perspective of someone who’s 
almost but not quiet yet 30 myself, I find myself curious and wondering what the 
twenty-something Jesus was like. Given that we don’t hear at all from or about 
him, I wonder if perhaps he was just as confused, just as driftless, just as 
wayward and wandering and at times just as difficult as the contemporary 
stereotypes of us so-called millennials would have it.  
 
And so Jesus, this wayward and driftless and hopelessly idealistic twenty-
something, he eventually turned the big 3-0, and he decided to take the plunge in 
a sense, he decided to dedicate his life to a higher purpose, and so he went to 
John to be baptized, and when he did it was a beautiful moment for him—we 
read about how the heavens opened, and about how something like a dove 
appeared, or as one poet has put it, there was “a sky full of dove,” and Jesus 
heard what he needed to hear, he heard that reassuring message about being 
beloved by God.  
 
It was a beautiful moment, and I imagine for Jesus it gave him the assurance he 
needed that he was on the right path, that after a few years or perhaps even a 



decade of aimless and fruitless endeavors, he was finally discovering his true 
calling.  
 
And then, of course, he had to make the trek back to town, and as was walking 
back, still dripping and wet from the river, he seems to have experienced 
something like that moment of coming back to reality, that moment of saying, 
Well God, now what? Well God, here I am, I’ve dedicated my life to you, now 
what? 
 
And so then we hear about how the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness, where he 
fasted and prayed for forty days and forty nights, and where he wrestled with 
doubt and temptation.  
 
Given where he seems to have been in his life-path, this time apart makes good 
sense for Jesus as a sort of rite of passage, here for him marking the transition 
from confused twenty-something to confident adult. 
 
Each culture has its own way of marking these rites of passage, but the 
description that we find of Jesus’ time in the wilderness seems to follow pretty 
closely the model that anthropologists refer to as a vision quest. The term is used 
especially to describe the widespread Native American practice of spending 
some time apart, usually in the wilderness and usually alone, whereby the one on 
the quest fasts and prays and waits for clarity or for a vision as to his or her life’s 
purpose. Often some difficulty or trial is faced and then overcome, and in the end, 
a new sense of wholeness and a new sense of purpose is achieved.  
 
On Jesus’ vision quest, after some time apart, alone and in the wilderness, after 
forty days of fasting and prayer, he faces his own moment of difficulty and trial. 
Our text refers here to the devil, but the Hebrew term is Ha-Satan, which is a 
term that comes from courtroom terminology and means something like the 
Accuser or the Prosecutor. And so what I imagine here is not the little figure of 
the devil with the pitchfork that’s so vivid in our cultural imagination, but rather a 
personification really of whatever it is that frustrates and obstructs and nags at us 
and tempts us to doubt. 
 
And so it is that even if we’re not currently undergoing a vision quest ourselves, 
we can still connect here with what Jesus experiences in the wilderness. The 
question that opens it up for me is—what is it that visits you when you’re alone? 
And particularly, what temptations or demons or doubts visit you when you’re 
alone?  
 
For Jesus, the first temptation to visit him in his solitude was the temptation to 
live on bread alone.  The French philosopher Pascal has put it well, he said that 
“there’s a God-shaped hole in the heart of every person,” and so perhaps Jesus’ 



first temptation was the temptation to use food or material pleasure to try to fill 
that God-shaped hole within. The second temptation was the temptation to throw 
himself off the cliff and to see if the angels would catch him, perhaps symbolizing 
the temptation to test God, and to seek immortality. The final temptation for Jesus 
was probably the most difficult of the three, the temptation towards power, the 
temptation, as in the old Faust legend, to sell his soul to gain the world.  
 
I think it’s interesting and telling that Jesus was tempted here not once, but three 
times. It’s so true to life, isn’t it, how quickly one temptation can lead to another, 
one negative thought to another, one frustration to another, one doubt to another. 
Or on the other hand, it’s also true how quickly one joy can lead to another, one 
kindness to another, how one moment of hope can link to another moment of 
hope. I find it interesting that, as with much else that is particularly striking and 
powerful in the design of nature—from the double-helix shape of DNA within the 
cell to the shape of the of the most distant, spinning galaxy—our attitudes, or our 
moods seem so often to take on a powerful spiral-like shape, and indeed such 
spirals can be hard to break. 
 
The work that Jesus engages in the wilderness, the work that eventually breaks 
his spiral, and the work that is given to us to engage in during Lent, is the great 
soul work of discernment—figuring our what we’re called to and what we’re not 
called to. 
 
At the root of that word ‘discernment’ is the sense of sifting or separating as with 
a sieve—sifting, separating, figuring out, yes, I feel called to this, no I don’t feel 
called to that. As Pythagoras once said, “the oldest and shortest words—yes and 
no—are also those that require the most thought.” 
 
For Jesus, it seems that in order to figure out what he was called to, he first he 
had to figure out what he wasn’t called to by way of saying ‘no’ to his greatest 
temptations. No, I’m not called to rely on material things to fill the God-shaped 
void within; no I’m not called to put God to the test; no I’m not called to sell my 
soul for power.  
 
Jesus’ discernment here involved staring down temptation after temptation. It’s 
as if he looked into the devil’s eyes and saw the type of spinning spiral that you 
tend to see in cartoons, the type of spiral that hypnotizes you when you look into 
it, and when the devil tried to stare Jesus down, Jesus found a way to avert that 
gaze and to break that spell, when, after each temptation, Jesus responds by 
way of turning or returning his thought, his focus to God.  
 
And then at the very end, after finally breaking the spinning spiral of temptation, 
we hear those beautiful words about how the devil left him, and about how the 
angels came and waited on him. I like what the 13th-century mystic Meister 



Eckhart once said about angels, he said that “an angel gives us a closer idea of 
God.” He said, “that is all an angel is: an idea of God.” As with Jesus in the 
wilderness, as with us during Lend, the quickest, the best way still to break and to 
transform a negative spiral is to turn our thought, our focus to God, who, as the 
hymn puts it, is our best thought, by day and by night. Amen.  
 


