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I was watching TV the other day and the conversation turned to great moments in history.  One of the commentators said the greatest moment in history was when man first chiseled out a wheel.  Another said it was the first time we stepped onto the moon.  Still another thought it was the invention of the computer that was the greatest moment.  Then one of the commentators who had been silent spoke up.  He said that without a doubt, the greatest moment of history was the moment when Jesus Christ was born.

As I reflect on this, truly he had it right.  Around the whole country at this very moment, Christians are coming to this same Table to celebrate communion.  When we come to this Table we celebrate not only His birth, but also His life, death and resurrection.

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 – For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, 24and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." 25In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." 26For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.

Temptation in the Wilderness 

Rev. Kathleen Reinger, Ashland Christian Church

Mark 1:9-15 - At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. As Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: "You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased." 

 At once the Spirit sent him out into the desert, and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan. He was with the wild animals, and angels attended him.

After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. "The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!"

The scripture we just read from Mark illustrates the twists and turns, mountains and valleys of life.  Jesus has just experienced one of these exhilarating events, one of those mountain top moments to be remembered forever – his baptism.  Going into the water, he comes up and hears the very voice of God proclaiming Jesus as His son and declaring His pleasure in Him.  In that moment He has heard God confirm Him and His mission.  What a powerful time in life this experience must have been for Jesus.  

We too have our mountaintop moments.  What have those experiences been for you?  Your baptism?  High school graduation? Going off to college? A wedding?  The birth of a child or grandchild?  A promotion?

All of us know that we can’t stay on the mountain forever, and neither does Jesus.  Almost immediately, Jesus finds Himself in the wilderness; and something happens in the wilderness.  Scripture doesn’t tell us exactly what happens to Jesus in the wilderness, but we do know that He is tempted and that there are wild beasts to contend with, as well as angels to care for Him.  Emerging from the wilderness, Jesus is ready to start His ministry, picking up where John the Baptist left off.  In the wilderness Jesus found His calling and is given the strength to do what God sent Him to do – proclaim the Good News: the Kingdom of God is at hand.

I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the wilderness.  It is a time of unrest with the unknown looming on the horizon.  I like the feeling of being settled and having life in order, knowing what to expect.  Wilderness times can last a few days or a few years depending on the situation.  These wilderness times can be anything from waiting to hear from the doctor on a biopsy report, if you will have a job next week, decisions about a nursing home, taking care of an elderly parent, the list is endless.

Wilderness is described as an uncultivated, uninhabited, barren land – as waste – as an ocean.  

When I first read this definition I couldn’t put the ocean in the category of “wilderness”.  My image of the ocean is standing on the beach looking out at the vastness and beauty of the sea.  However, I do remember a time when the ocean appeared as a wilderness…We had just spent 10 glorious days in Hawaii.  The time we all dread on vacation – the time to head home – had finally come.  We had boarded the plane bound for St. Louis, with one last glimpse of the magnificent sunset.  The brilliant sky seemed to be sadly bidding us farewell.  We settled into our seats, heading out over the vast, great Pacific Ocean.

Over the ocean, far away from land and in the middle of the night there is nothing but black space.  It is empty, formidable, monstrous.  Suddenly, like the monster had reached up in the night and grabbed the plane, it started shaking.  The seat belt light came on.  The pilot in a calm voice said, “We have hit some unexpected turbulence.  Nothing to worry about.”  As the plane shook even more, I thought, “Easy for you to say!”  Every plane crash movie I ever saw ran through my mind in those moments.  I couldn’t help but ponder what would be worse: to be eaten by sharks or to drown?  The wilderness of dark nothingness can be long and lonely.

Wilderness comes in many forms.  Not only is there the wilderness of dark endless ocean, there is the wilderness of the desert where we feel totally alone in a barren land.  There is nothing but scorching sun, sand and cactus, with fear of snakes and spiders lurking nearby, hidden, ready to pounce on an unsuspecting victim.

The wildernesses we experience in life are like those of the deep endless ocean or the desolate dry desert.  But in the wilderness there is life hidden beneath the surface.  If you have ever gone snorkeling or deep sea diving you have seen the magnificent life that abounds under the dark eerie waters.  Purple, blue and yellow fish of all sizes are hidden deep beneath the surface.  In the desert there are all sorts of wonderful creatures to find and explore, and when the cactus bloom in the spring, it’s a sight to behold.  The good news is that there is life in the wilderness!  The good news is that we are never alone in the wilderness.

With all of Jesus’ pain that comes with His time of testing in the wilderness, God has not forgotten Jesus.  God is aware of the danger caused by the wild beasts.  Jesus is never without God’s presence, and that is why there are angels who are there to minister to Jesus.  Angels are symbols of God and God’s presence.  Whenever we read the word “angels” in scripture, we may supply “God” or “the presence of God”.

All the while then, Jesus is struggling in the wilderness with this attack by wild beasts, this testing by the forces of evil, the angels are ministering to Him.  God is present with Jesus.  God provides Jesus with the resources He needs for this spiritual combat with evil.  From God’s presence comes the power Jesus needs to withstand the testing, to overcome the assault of the wild beasts.

The same is true for you and me!  When we find ourselves in the wilderness, we are not alone.  Regardless of how we may feel, regardless of how we may perceive our plight, regardless of how alone we may feel during our wilderness time, just as Jesus wasn’t alone, neither are we.  God does not work that way.  God does not leave us desolate.  No!  God is with us.  Angels are there to minister to us in our wilderness.  Sometimes that angel may turn out to be the face of a stranger.  Other times the angel may come as a friend bringing comfort.  Just as God fortified and strengthened Jesus for the ordeal in His wilderness, you and I are fortified and strengthened.  Even the wild beasts who endeavor to devour and destroy us cannot defeat the strength available to us through God’s abiding presence.

Scott Walker talks about one of those times when he went to the wilderness with a dear friend.  Scot says:

Don Garner and I have been good friends since we met twenty five years ago in seminary.  While I have been a pastor, Don has been an Old Testament professor.  Don is a gifted biblical scholar and has a love for archaeology and the ancient Jewish world.  

This summer, while on an archaeological dig in the Middle East, Don received word that his twenty-year-old son, Aaron had been killed in an automobile accident.  Stunned by grief, Don faced a grueling 48-hour trip home – by himself, but never alone.

Scott said he telephoned Don as soon as he got home.  As the phone rang, Scott struggled with what he would say.  Then when he heard Don’s voice, he knew words didn’t matter.  What mattered was the sound of a familiar voice, a human touch across the miles and distance.

As Don described his journey, He said a curious thing:

Scott, you and I have studied the Bible for years.  We’ve taught it and preached it.  But I’ve got to tell you, I don’t think I really knew what it’s all about until now, and what I’ve discovered is that this thing we call faith is real.  It will hold you up and get you through the darkest ocean wilderness.

Scott said that he knew from his own experience that Don was right.  You can read allt he books about theology, quote the scriptures from memory, preach lofty sermons and teach great Sunday School lessons, but until you chart your won personal pilgrimage through the wilderness, you cannot fathom that God is with you.

Some years ago, while struggling with the pain of his father’s death, Scott scribbled these words by the Scottish preacher James Stewart in the back of his Bible, “It is when you have sunk right down to the rock bottom that you suddenly find you have struck the Rock of Ages.” (Daily Guidepost 2001, page 205)

Once we have been through the wilderness and returned, we are no longer the same person.  We may be wounded, but we will be stronger.  Now, just as Jesus meets us in the wilderness, we are to go and sit with others in their wilderness, reminding them of God’s abiding presence.

