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Luke 4:1-13

4 Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, ? where for forty days
he was tested by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over he was famished. * The devil

said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.” # Jesus answered him, “It is
written, ‘One does not live by bread alone.””

>Then the devill?l led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. ® And the devill! said to him,
“To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. 7 If
you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” ® Jesus answered him, “It is written,

‘Worship the Lord your God,
and serve only him.””

°Then the devill*l led him to Jerusalem and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, “If you are the Son of
God, throw yourself down from here, '° for it is written,

‘He will command his angels concerning you,
to protect you,’

Tand

‘On their hands they will bear you up,
so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.””

2Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” * When the devil had finished every test, he
departed from him until an opportune time.

Lent has begun. And it begins every year with Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, heading into the desert and wilderness
to fast for forty days and be tested. Lent. Even the word just does not have that Mardi Gras sparkle or bring to mind joy
and celebration. Lent. It sounds austere. Puritanical. No fun. Apparently the word originates from an Old English
Germanic word, lencten, or lengthen, which did not have religious connotations at all, but simply identified the
lengthening of days and the entry into spring. It served our ancestors as the early English word for spring. Lent. I can see
why they opted for spring instead. Lent sounds beige. Lent feels boring and severe. A burden we have to carry after a
season of frivolity. There is nothing magical about Lent.

And perhaps magic is the right word, or one of the right words to often name what we expect from God. Make
this problem go away. Fix this person. Swoop on horseback and save us. Transport us. Our problem is that we want to
find God through escape, fantasy, and transport to somewhere else, a mountaintop, another world, the edge of the earth,
but God always finds us by coming closer to our problems, entering more deeply into our world, even going into the

wilderness and desert, to confront the demons that we are always trying to get away from. Jesus always goes into the fray,


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%204%3A1-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-25061a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%204%3A1-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-25062b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%204%3A1-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-25065c

into the mess, into the circumstances and places we are looking to avoid. And that is certainly where Jesus finds himself
in our passage that inaugurates the first Sunday of Lent each year. After his baptism, after he is filled with the Holy Spirit,
after he has been identified by God as his own Son, Jesus is led into the wilderness by the Spirit, where we are told that
he is tempted by the devil, by evil, by the demonic. He fasts, he is famished, and he is tempted.

If you are the Son of God, you can do anything. If you are the Son of God, you can do magic. Make this stone turn
into a loaf of bread and you won't be hungry anymore and you will be able to turn every stone to bread so that no one goes
hungry. Theologian Diogenes Allen reminds us though that turning stones into bread ‘would have removed from Jesus the
vulnerability to starvation which all people face.” Jesus was given the opportunity to make use of his special relationship
as the Son of God, to remove that obstacle and that vulnerability. To put himself in a state where he is assured that he
will never be vulnerable, that he will also have nourishment, that he will never know what it is like to hunger or thirst or
feel vulnerable. But Jesus chooses to start where we are, Jesus chooses to start in human vulnerability, not self-sufficiency.
‘Precisely because he is the Son of God,” Allen reminds us, Jesus ‘will not use his special relationship and special powers;
to avoid being who we are and where we are. He forfeits having a helicopter parent or a snow-plow parent, but instead,
starts where we all start, and nowhere else.

Recently in a piece about the theologian Stanley Hauerwas, Anglican priest Tish Warren writes that as the
insatiable appetite of American politics has infiltrated more and more of every sector of our lives, including religion, many
on ‘both the right and the left seem to tacitly agree that the radical calls in [Jesus] Sermon on the Mount to meekness,
mourning, turning the other cheek, and loving enemies are outdated. Some Christians explicitly say that turning the
other cheek doesn’t work anymore, that we have to fight back now.” She references the theologian Stanley Hauerwas,
though, who reminds us that in some ways those Christians are right. Turning the other cheek, giving others the benefit
of the doubt, loving our enemy, ‘has never ‘worked, if by ‘working’ we mean creating a nice life for ourselves or for our
children that is free of suffering and sacrifice.” If the point of life is to escape any kind of entanglement, to avoid any pain,
and to never have to sacrifice anything for anyone else, Hauerwas suggests, then Jesus’ teachings will never make sense.
And we are right to say maybe they don’t work anymore.! That is the problem. If the point of life is just to be free of
problems, constraints, and obligations, then yes, following Jesus Christ doesn’t work anymore and really is not necessary.

Just avoid any costly stands, always work first and foremost at our own self-preservation, and let everyone else fend for
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themselves. Unfortunately, that is exactly the opposite of what Jesus does here. He embraces our vulnerability, he fully
takes on our broken humanity, he is unafraid to become meek and lowly, no matter the consequences.

But that is not the only temptation Jesus faces. He is offered the keys of the kingdom. Raw Power to assert his
rule over all the kingdoms of the world. All he is to do is worship something and someone beyond God. No big deal. It’s
not like he can’t worship God, too, but also give his allegiance to raw power, to see the many lives that can be impacted
by his exerting his power and will. I will make you the most powerful person in the world. The greatest of all time. A
Legend. Self-transcendance. Full Control. But Jesus forfeits the usefulness of raw power in favor of worship the Lord God
whose worship enables us to serve and empowers us to become our true selves. Worshipping power alone or power for
powers sake, empties us of our humanity and risks distorting our relationship with God. I once had a seminary professor
who said that the two hardest places to be a Christian are in your family and at your school. He was talking mainly about
youth ministry, but also more broadly. Family is hard because we are around these people all the time and they see us and
we see them in all our moments. School is hard, and maybe for adult professionals work is hard, because we often find
ourselves in the transactional secular world, where sometimes it is not immediately apparent to us, whether or not our
Christian calling is directly related to the email we are about to send or the patient we are about to see or the transaction
we are about to initiate or the case we are about to present. And some of my own most guilt-laden moments are
flashbacks to junior high and high school when looking back at my own life when generosity of spirit or courage in the
face of peer pressure or standing up for the vulnerable were few and far between. This past week I had a flashback
watching one of my own play baseball about a kid on my baseball team in middle school. We would often give him a ride
home from practice and I didn’t think too much about it at the time, but he lived in the projects with his mom and his
grandmother. I remember he was not one of our best hitters and wore pretty thick glasses and one time taking practice
swings in the batters box almost hit another teammate because he did not see him walking by. But what struck me in the
flashback was wondering what happened to my teammate now...where did he end up...what opportunities did he
have...and did I use what power I had to help him see himself as someone of worth and who mattered. I honestly don’t
know.

The final temptation Jesus faces is perhaps the most baffling. Do a magic trick. Throw yourself off the temple and
miraculously rise from the dead. Knowing that Jesus will in fact be resurrected, what is the big deal about this one?
Rather than convincing people of his identity through his teaching and parables and healings and way of life, why not
just offer a pyrotechnic display of divine power. Look at me, I have God’s special care, and if you follow me it will be yours

as well. You can be as reckless as you want with your life and it will be preserved and magically brought back. But Jesus



refuses to prove he is Messiah by being reckless with his humanity and seeking to transcend it or magically rehabilitate it.
He refuses to save his life by throwing it away and devaluing it, even if it would fastrack the power and divine clarity of
his Messiahship. Jesus relinquishes the obvious benefit of a big pyrotechnic display that would show everyone once and
for all that he is the Messiah and Son of God. Instead, they’ll have to see it in his ministry with he vulnerable and the
unpopular, they’ll have to see it in his teaching and preaching and in the company he keeps. They’ll have to taste it in the
simple meal that feeds the thousands.

Jesus feeds the multitudes with bread, yet he rejects the power to ensure that no human will ever know hunger or
ever be vulnerable and instead fully enters into our own hunger and vulnerability. Jesus becomes Lord over all the earth,
but refuses to do it by self-actualization and claiming raw power. Jesus is Savior, but not by doing magic tricks to proof it
all the time. Our struggle is the same, do we believe the point of life is achieving such self-sufficiency that we will never
feel hunger or vulnerable or never have to ask anyone for help. Will we achieve such power that we can exert our will,
pursue our self-interest, and connive how to get our way even if we lose something of our own humanity and do damage
to other lives along the way? If we do not get credit for welcoming the vulnerable, practicing generosity, and loving our
enemies, shall we abandon this calling for something that will get us more likes? What if proclaiming Jesus is Lord and
trying to live with the ethics of his beloved community actually puts us out of step with our world? Should we look for a
shortcut or a Messiah who has more explosive rhetoric and hashtags for the 21% century?

No, I don’t think Lent is boring. If anything, it jolts us and challenges us and startles us into remembering again
that each one of us is called not just to admire Jesus and think he had some interesting ideas, but to follow him. And
when we do, our lives become more interesting and more difficult. Rather than just trying to chase our own self-
sufficiency, we make room for the vulnerable. Rather than trying to exert our will in the battle with other wills, we find
true freedom in recognizing the limits of our power. Rather than trying to turn our faith into a dazzling magic trick or
some sappy feeling of sentimentality we are chasing, we find the risen Christ shows up in the most mundane
circumstances and situations we were just trying to get through or even escape from. Lent is not boring. Lent lengthens
us, challenges us, and reminds us that we are ambassadors of Christ’s kingdom and beloved community, wherever we find

ourselves and wherever he sends us. May we each and all embody it vibrantly this Lent and beyond. Amen.



