WHAT IS YOUR WILDERNESS

LUKE 4:1-13 

We all like to get away for a little while.  One of the things I enjoyed about living in Shelby County was that it was out in the country.   We did not live in a subdivision until Daniel was 8 years old.  The first church I pastored had a 200-acre pasture for a back yard.   Our nearest neighbor was about a quarter mile down the road.

While pastoring this church I also attended seminary in Memphis.  I would travel there every week and spend two or three days attending classes and studying.  Some semesters I would get out of class at 4:30 and head home.  On those days I would load my car before class in order to get ahead of the rush hour traffic.  Because of rush hour traffic I learned some creative ways to get from midtown Memphis to Chelsea.

The day I returned was the day I took to rest and rejuvenate.  Many times it was the day I would go across the street, catch my horse and go spend hours in the woods.  The closest thing we had to a wilderness.   There was something relaxing about it.  Getting away from phones, computers, televisions, and even cell phones.  Yes, to us getting out of town, reclaiming a simpler time is fun and rejuvenating.  

But there was a time when the wilderness was the place where the unknown lived.  The wilderness was not the place you went for a vacation or a retreat.  And yet every year we begin the season of Lent with this story from one of the gospels.

-------------READ TEXT-----------------

Like I said, every year we begin our season of Lent with the story of Jesus in the wilderness.  In Mark’s gospel the Spirit drives Jesus into the wilderness.  In Matthew’s gospel the Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness.  Luke says that being full of the Spirit, Jesus is led into the wilderness where He is tempted by the devil.  For most of us we have sat in service after service on this, the first Sunday of Lent and heard sermons based on the three temptations of Jesus.  And I have to admit that is pretty easy.

I mean we all know the formula for a “good” sermon.  Start with a joke, and then add three points and a conclusion and you have a good sermon.  So, this passage naturally lends itself to that formula.  We have heard that these three temptations are the basis for all the temptations we face.  Thus boiling down the passage where it says that He was tempted in all ways just like us to one place we can look to see I told you so.

We also have heard sermons based on the replies of Jesus.  We have talked over and over again about the fact that when faced with the greatest temptations of His life, so far, He did respond from His education.  He did not respond out of emotion or anger.  He went straight the source and quoted scripture.  Which provides for a good discussion about how scripture is the place to find the answers when we are tempted.

We have also have heard the fact that when Satan quotes scripture he misquotes it just enough to try and sway Jesus.  Highlighting the fact that Satan is the father of all lies and our need to know what scripture says in order to combat the lies and misinterpretation he brings at us.  

All of these are good sermons.  They all make very valid points and help us to live the life God would have us to live.  But, this morning I would like to us to think about something a little different.  Let’s talk for a moment about the place.  Where did all this happen?  What was the location Satan chose to come at Jesus with all the temptations of this world?  Why didn’t Jesus just pull out his handy pocket Old Testament when Satan was tempting Him?  Don’t you think the Holy Spirit could have led Jesus to a more suitable or comfortable place for this to take place?  I mean if you are going to face your number one enemy and you can choose the location, doesn’t it make sense to face him on your own turf.  What was this wilderness Jesus went to?

We really don’t understand the concept of the wilderness.  We understand woods, mountains, and lakes.  We understand the idea of wanting to get away from the busyness of the world for a day or two.  For some of us the wilderness is a Motel 6.  In the first century the wilderness represented many things.  It was the place of the unknown.  People had been known to go out in the wilderness and never return.  It was a place that you did not just go.  

The wilderness represented the place where the wild and evil things lived.  It was place full of loneliness and despair.  In first century world the wilderness was a place of death.  And nobody went there voluntarily.  And it is the last place the Messiah would go.  It is the last place the Spirit would lead somebody, especially the very Son of God.  And yet, we know that is exactly what happened.  Being full of the Spirit, Jesus was led into the wilderness.

Which brings me to ask, what is your wilderness?  Where is the last place you expect the Spirit to lead you?  Where is the one place you are tempted by Satan?  Where is it you face your biggest battles against sin?  For some of us that place is work or school.  For some of us that place is on our computers, or cell phones.  For some of that place might even be our home or our church.  The point is we all have a wilderness where we must be lead and face the very strongest temptations of our lives.

This past Wednesday we observed Ash Wednesday.  In that service I challenged the people to give up past conflicts and grudges.  Using Paul’s writings in II Corinthians I urged all of us to participate in God’s ministry of reconciliation.  But, in order to participate in that ministry we must be willing to go to wilderness.  We must be willing to go to those places where we know we will be tempted.  We will be tempted to look out for ourselves.  We will be tempted to grab hold of power and control.  We will be tempted to use God’s words and promises for our own agenda.  

It is only when we are willing to follow the leadership of the Spirit, rely on the living, life changing Word of God that we can participate in the ministry of reconciliation.  When we are willing to go where God leads, even when it is to the wilderness, we get the privilege of offering the love, mercy and grace of God to others.  And then we participate in the ministry of reconciling the world back to God.

It is great to get out into the woods and get away from the busyness of life for a while.  But, don’t let your desire to escape the busyness of life, cause you to miss the opportunity to journey through your wilderness this Lent.

