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“Living in a Lenten World: Obstacles to Faithfulness” 

Text: Luke 4:1-13 
 
Today is the first Sunday in Lent, a forty day season leading us to Easter morning.  It is designed 
as a time to prepare ourselves for the celebration of Easter.  Any time we are aiming for 
something as exciting and enjoyable as Easter, there is always the temptation to get right to the 
destination.  Why don’t we just proclaim next week Easter, buy some lilies, decorate eggs, hire a 
trumpeter and celebrate the resurrection?  We like to get right to the destination, particularly 
when it is something as joyful as Easter.  But, oftentimes there are interruptions to any journey.  
There are those tasks, both foreseen and unforeseen that require us to go slowly, maybe even 
take some unplanned side trips before we arrive at our destination.  Our goal remains true, but let 
us attend to the necessary needs along the way.   
 
Let us begin with prayer: O God, our deliverer, you led your people through the wilderness 
and brought them to the promised land.  Guide now the people of your church in this holy 
season, that we may walk through the wilderness places and arrive at the place of rejoicing.  
Amen. 
 
A friend and colleague did a summer exchange with a pastor from England.  They each took the 
other’s parish for about six weeks, teaching and preaching.  To be quite honest, the English 
pastor came to preach on Sunday morning and travel the United States during the rest of the 
week.  I know this because I was the Associate Pastor of the church and I ended up doing a lot 
while he was away. 
 
My friend, however, was excited to get to serve this English parish and would send emails telling 
about his activities.  He was delighted to be able to perform baptisms, was asked to counsel with 
the members and enjoyed worshipping with them.  His first Sunday, however, he had been a bit 
jet-lagged from the trip.  The little nap he intended to take turned out to be much longer than he 
intended.  He awoke with a start, realized that he was running behind and began to race to the 
church.  He arrived only a few minutes late and explained to the lay member who was showing 
him around as he hurriedly put on his robe, gathered up his sermon and papers and prepared to 
lead the service. 
 
Very calmly the lay member told him to relax.  He told him that he was not in a position yet to 
lead worship.  They sat down in the narthex and the lay member prayed for my friend.  The 
service could wait for a moment.  First, they needed to prepare their spirits for what was to come. 
 
I always remembered that and find myself taking those quiet moments to breathe deeply and 
calm my spirit before beginning.  I hate to be late and feel bad when I hold people up, but 
sometimes if we are to do things to the best of our ability, we need to take those quiet moments 
to pause and focus our thoughts and minds on what is to come. 



 
I wonder whether that isn’t the case in the story we heard this morning from Luke’s gospel.  
What comes just prior to this reading is the baptism of Jesus.  We don’t really know what went 
on prior to this as Jesus wrestled with his calling…was he eager?  Did he have doubts?  We don’t 
know.  But there at the Jordan he takes the first public steps toward his ministry as he is baptized 
by John.  Now he is ready to begin. 
 
So, where will he start his ministry?  Will he go straight to the Temple and begin to preach and 
teach?  Will he go into a nearby town and begin with a highly visible miracle.  That would be a 
rather spectacular way to begin and certainly get people talking.  Jesus is ready to begin so what 
happens next? 
 
Luke tells us that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness.  Before he can officially begin his 
work, he needs to step away and clarify who he is and what he will do. 
 
The desert was often seen as a place to clarify what is important.  It is the place where one goes 
to get away from distractions.  People would go to the desert to separate themselves from all that 
is false and misleading so they might say yes to what is good and lasting and true. 
 
The desert is also a good place to take that deep breath and be honest about what one wants to 
accomplish and how one will go about that.  Too often we have to make those kinds of decisions 
on the fly.  This is the place where you can find some focus before you begin. 
 
It was about this time five years ago that I first met with the Staff Parish committee and together 
we accepted my appointment to this church.  Once that was finalized, I scheduled a silent retreat 
at the Gethsemani Monastery in Kentucky.  It was a silent retreat, except for the daily worship 
services.  I came to that retreat center needing two things.  I wanted to know how to end my 
ministry at Roberts Park well.  I wanted to end well so that whoever followed me would be able 
to have a good start.  The other thing I wanted to do was prepare for my arrival here and to do so 
in the best possible way.   
 
One doesn’t have to go to a desert or to a silent retreat center to do this, although finding a quiet 
place free from distractions is a great benefit.  Periodically it is good to find those quiet places to 
listen for God’s Spirit and open ourselves to be led in the places we might not have otherwise 
imagined. 
 
Although Jesus was likely excited and ready to begin his ministry, he entered the wilderness for 
this purpose.  He begins with a time of fasting.  It is in this time of fasting that the tempter comes 
to him.  He begins by saying, “If you are hungry, why don’t you turn these stones into bread?”  
First off, he knows that Jesus is hungry.  That is without question.  And one commentator noted 
that the flat rocks in the wilderness might have resembled a freshly baked loaf of bread.  So the 
temptation has a visual component making it very strong.  Jesus is hungry and through such eyes, 
the rocks on the desert floor began to resemble bread. 
 
But the temptation is deeper than that.  It is a matter of consistency.  When no one is looking, 
would it be permissible to use his power for his own good?  Will he be consistent when the 
world is watching and when no one can see?  It is a very real temptation for the modern day.  Are 



we the same people on our weekdays as we are on Sunday morning?  Are we consistent in the 
ways that we live each and every day? 
 
Jesus will make a choice that day.  Even though he is hungry, even though no one would see if 
he acted differently, he will not use his power for personal gain. 
 
So the tempter tries another possibility.  He will question his acquisition of power.  What the 
tempter offers might be described this way.  “What if I told you that you didn’t have to suffer to 
get what you want.  There is an easier way.  Just follow me and I will give you all the power and 
authority you seek.”  Sound familiar?  How often do we hear shortcuts to wealth and fame and 
success?  People will fall for these promises over and over again. We are attracted to the 
promises of what is deemed good without having to do the hard work and the necessity of 
persevering through times of failure. 
 
Although the promise is attractive, Jesus does not give in to this temptation.  He will take the 
long and difficult route to gaining respect and power.  This means that at times people will be in 
awe of his teachings and at other times he will be ridiculed and even rejected.  But there will be 
those who see the truth of what he said and be moved to follow his teachings. 
 
So the tempter tried one last time.  He suggested that Jesus ought to throw himself down from 
the top of the Temple, in full view of others, so that the angels might swoop down and save him.  
What could be more sensational?  Isn’t that better than a boring sermon?  Wouldn’t it be more 
effective than teaching by the lakeshore?  One huge miracle would certainly get people’s 
attention and spread like wildfire. 
 
But there is a lot at stake in this temptation.  Jesus would have been separating himself from all 
those who would follow him.  If Jesus showed us God’s love by doing what we cannot do, then 
we would have no message to proclaim today.  We would not be able to follow that example.  
We know the laws of physics and the reality of gravity.  If we jump from the top of a building, 
no matter how much we love God or how much God loves us, the consequences will be the 
same.  Jesus did not do sensational things to show us God’s love.  He took the everyday means.  
He sat down and talked with people.  He held children, he fed the hungry, he wept with those 
who were sad, he cared for those in need.  His example of loving kindness is an example we can 
follow in our own lives.  By denying this temptation and living God’s love in a very visible way, 
Jesus set an example for us to follow. 
 
Jesus was probably excited about beginning his ministry.  But before he could do that, he needed 
to step aside and clarify what his ministry would look like.  The wilderness temptations were not 
an interruption to his ministry but a chance to determine what it would look like.  It was not an 
obstacle to becoming who he would be, but a very important step in that process.   
 
The same is true for us.  Oftentimes those challenging moments, those daily interruptions and 
ongoing obstacles are opportunities to express our values in a consistent ways.   
 
Megan McKenna tells a story about a blacksmith who worked hard at his trade.  The day came 
for him to die.  The angel came to receive him and was surprised when the man said he couldn’t 
go.  He pleased with the angel to state his case to God saying that he was the only blacksmith in 
the area and his neighbors were depending upon him.  It would soon be the season for planting 



and sowing and without his work, the community would suffer greatly.  The angel stated his case 
saying that the blacksmith was not ungrateful and was glad to have a place in the kingdom, but 
asked to put off going for a while.  His request was granted. 
 
A few years passed and the angel returned to take him to heaven.  The blacksmith had 
reservations saying, “A neighbor of mine is seriously ill and it’s time for the harvest.  A number 
of us are trying to save his crops so that his family won’t become destitute.  Please come back 
later.”  The angel once again departed. 
 
This became a familiar pattern.  The angel would return and the blacksmith would have one 
excuse or another.  The blacksmith would shake his head and say that he was needed and the 
angel would leave emptyhanded. 
 
Finally the blacksmith grew very old and tired and so he prayed, “God if you’d like to send your 
angel again, I’d be glad to come home now.”  Immediately the angel appeared as if it had been 
waiting right around the corner.  The blacksmith said, “If you still want to take me home, I’m 
ready to live forever in the kingdom of heaven.”  The angel laughed and looked at the blacksmith 
with delight and said, “Where do you think you have been all these years?”  He was home. 
 
The daily obstacles, the little interruptions, are not really a departure from our daily lives.  These 
are moments when our faith is tested and refined, times when we clarify who we are and how we 
will live.  One of the temptations for us today is to skip right to the good part, omit Lent and race 
to Easter, but let us pause in this season, reflect upon the details along the way for they have 
much to teach us. 


