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“Where Jesus Walked: The Wilderness” 

Text: Matthew 4:1-11 

 

In this new season of Lent, one of the things I noticed about many of the scripture readings prior 

to Easter is that they detail Jesus’ journeys to various places.  They often begin with the line, 

“And Jesus went to…”  And we follow him to places like Samaria, Jerusalem, Bethany and other 

significant locations.  Each of these locations offers insights into Jesus, his character and his 

ministry.  So, for the weeks leading up to Easter, we will follow his route and walk where Jesus 

walked.  This morning we leave the comfort of the cities and the familiar faces to spend time 

alone in the desert. 

 

Let us begin with prayer.  Holy God, you are the comfort and the risk, the blessing and the 

challenge.  You are the vastness of the universe and the miracle of the snowflake.  On this 

day, we would ask that you might visit us with your paradox.  Hold us that we might be 

inspired to journey.  Compel us to move that we might know that we are rooted firmly in 

you.  Amen. 

 

Those outside of golfing circles are likely unfamiliar with the name Bobby Jones.  He was one of 

the greatest athletes of his day, the Tiger Woods of the 1920’s.  He was the first golfer to win the 

Grand Slam---all four major championships in the same year. 

 

But, along with being one of the finest golfers of all time, he is also remembered by many for his 

great sportsmanship.  In 1925 Jones was in the final playoff for the U.S. Open.  During the 

match, his ball ended up in the rough.  As he was preparing for his shot, he accidentally nudged 

the ball.  He immediately became angry with himself, and then turned to the marshals to assess 

himself a two-shot penalty. 

 

The marshals talked amongst themselves and even consulted some people in the nearby gallery.  

No one had seen the ball move.  They left the decision to Bobby Jones.  He called the two-stroke 

penalty on himself.  At the end of the playoff, he lost by one stroke.  His self-imposed penalty 

was the difference between winning and finishing second. 

 

A reporter praised Jones for what he had done and he replied simply, “You might as well praise a 

man for not robbing a bank.”  It was his way of saying he had only done what was right.  

Although it has been more than ninety years since this incident, his honesty and integrity are 

remembered through the annual USGA sportsmanship award which is called, “The Bobby Jones 

Award.” 

 



It raises an important question.  What would we do in a similar situation, if no one was 

watching?  Would we be honest and admit what happened?  Or would we look around to see if 

anyone had noticed, and…if not, pretend that nothing had occurred? 

 

Bobby Jones’ example on the links is a reminder to us all of how we should live.  We want the 

things we say to match the things we do.  We want to believe that we would do the right thing, 

even if it were the more difficult choice. 

 

I am reminded of the story of an Amish farmer who met a traveling evangelist.  The farmer was 

in his field working when the evangelist approached him and asked if he was a Christian.  The 

Amish farmer thought about it for a moment and finally responded, “I couldn’t tell you.” 

 

The evangelist seemed puzzled by this and asked, “What do you mean you don’t know if you are 

a Christian?  Either you are or you aren’t.”  The farmer replied, “If you want an honest answer, 

you need to talk to the people who know me best.  They will be able to tell you whether I am a 

Christian or not.” 

 

I like this answer a lot.  Being a Christian is about much more than the things we say.  It is about 

our actions, the way we live, the example we set.  Our faith is more than saying the right things.  

It is about doing the right things. 

 

In most instances, the foundation for such actions was created long before the critical moment.  

Bobby Jones didn’t wake up the morning of the golf tournament and decide that he would be 

honest throughout the day.  That decision had been made many years before.  And it had been 

forged through trial and error over many particular moments of testing.  The Amish farmer 

wasn’t thinking about how someone would judge his life that day.  He had been thinking about it 

day in and day out.  He had made the decision about how he wanted to live long before that. 

 

This is what led Jesus into the desert and what compels us to follow him there.  Before he begins 

his ministry, he must decide what that ministry will look like.  That is one thing the wilderness 

places are good for.  They provide a quiet place to reflect upon our lives, to examine who we are 

and how we will live.  This is why Jesus has gone there.  Before he begins his ministry he has to 

decide what that ministry will look like.  He will make there the decisions that will guide his 

future actions. 

 

The gospel lesson begins by telling us that Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness and 

there he fasted for forty days and forty nights.  Just for reference sake, when the Bible says forty 

days and forty nights, this is a way of saying that it was a very long time.  It isn’t a literal forty 

days, but a euphemism indicating that it was quite lengthy. 

 

After this long period, Jesus is likely very hungry, very tired.  These are the moments when 

temptation is the strongest.  When we are tired, we have that tendency to give in or give up most 

easily.  In his weakened state, the first temptation presented to Jesus is to turn stones into bread.  

And if you are really hungry and look at those rounded stones, they may begin to look a bit like a 

hot loaf of bread.  Pretty soon every stone looks edible.  The tempter points this out to him 

saying, “If you are who you say you are, turn these stones into bread.” 



 

As children there was the magic power possessed by Mom that could kiss a pain and make it all 

better.  But as we grew older we found that there were some pains that were harder to relieve.  

Although the thoughtful kiss of a loved one was meaningful it couldn’t make the pain go away.  

It would be nice if we had the magic words, the magic wand, the magic dust that we could wave 

and make all things better.  But this is the stuff of magic, not faith.  We are called to the difficult 

tasks that require our personal time and investment.  None of us can say the magic words that 

take the pain or loss or grief away instantly.  But we can sit with them, be present with those who 

are hurting, offer a bit of our kindness.  And with patience and perseverance healing can happen. 

 

If Jesus took the short cut and turned the rocks into bread, we would spend our time searching 

for this magic formula.  But he refused the temptation, setting the example for the harder tasks. 

 

In the second temptation, the tempter takes Jesus to the top of the Temple and says, “Throw 

yourself down from here and let God catch you.”  The tempter even quotes scriptures saying that 

God will have angels watching over him.  The dare is to put that to the test.  God ahead and force 

God’s hand.  See whether it is true or not. 

 

This temptation was for Jesus to live recklessly.  It was the temptation to do whatever he wanted 

and let God take care of it all.  But Jesus understood that his life and ministry were a partnership.  

Yes, God would take care of him, but he would have to do his part.  He couldn’t just live 

however he wanted and leave God to clean up the mess. 

 

The same is true for us.  To live authentically is to be in partnership with God.  We are to live in 

a way that is faithful to who God calls us to be. 

 

And for the final temptation, the tempter takes Jesus to a high mountain and shows him all the 

world.  All this could be his if he bowed down to the tempter.  Again, it is the temptation to take 

a shortcut.  God has called Jesus to a certain way of living.  It will be challenging at times.  It 

will be difficult at times.  And there will be times Jesus wished there was some other way.  But 

Jesus refuses this temptation.  He will take the more difficult path, the way that leads to respect 

and admiration. 

 

It reminds me of a story from the life of Gandhi.  A mother brought her child to Gandhi asking 

him to tell the boy to stop eating sugar because it was bad for his diet and developing teeth.  

Gandhi replied, “I cannot tell him that.  Bring him back in a month.”  The mother was 

disappointed and angry, but one month later she returned with the boy.” 

 

This time Gandhi took the boy’s hands into his own and said, “Do not eat sugar, my child.  It is 

not good for you.”  The mother was pleased to hear these words, but perplexed about why he had 

not said this previously.  Gandhi answered her question saying, “I couldn’t say it one month ago 

because I was still eating sugar.” 

 

Our desire is to have congruence between the things we say and the way we live.  The reality is 

that we are always striving for that goal.  We may not be there yet, but we are encouraging one 

another to that kind of faithfulness. 



 

Jesus set that tone early in his ministry.  When presented with shortcuts he took the more 

difficult path.  He made that decision and lived by it day by day. 

 

That is why his actions serve as a model for us today.  If he had given in to the temptations, then 

he would have been opening the door for each of us to do the same.  The question with which we 

begin our Lenten journey is this: How well do our beliefs and actions match?  It is a lot easier to 

speak of things like forgiveness and love.  It is more challenging to live as forgiving individuals 

guided by love.  Our journey has brought us to the wilderness.  Like Jesus experience, the 

wilderness is the place where we can reflect upon our lives and how we want to live.  It is the 

place where we can establish our expectations before the critical and decisive moments arise.  

Our hope is that if someone were to ask if we are a Christian or not, we could with confidence 

say, “Ask the people who know me best” for they will speak of your genuine love and 

faithfulness. 


