Sermon: Revd Loraine Tulleken

JESUS IN THE DESERT (intro visual Matthew 4: 1) 


"Jesus was then led by the Spirit to be tempted by the devil” Matthew 4:1

We have examined why we go into the desert, how to stay alive in it, how to find our way in it and how not to keep looking back. We have looked at the law. 

Clearly, the desert is both a place of choice or a place of desperation. 

This afternoon as we meditate on Jesus in the desert we will focus primarily on the temptations he faced during his preparation for his public ministry, because they were no different to the ones he faced at the end of his ministry.    

Those temptations were not much different from our own and a vital reminder of his full humanity. We know that Jesus experienced human emotions. He knew what it was to be tired and hungry, to mourn, to be joyful to feel neglected and to be betrayed by a loved one.  We know that he was tempted as we are. We also learn that it is when we make ourselves vulnerable, as Jesus did, that we are most tempted.               

(SECOND VISUAL) -(split desert/bush/ family/fishing)  

We can choose to separate ourselves from the rush of our daily lives in order to refresh our souls and focus more clearly on God and what we are being called to do.  Geographically it could be a genuine desert, a retreat house a week-end in the bush or fishing at your nearest dam. 

(THIRD VISUAL) - (pics – city, depression)

On the other hand it could be simply the place where we feel furthest from God. At home, an over demanding job, illness, loneliness, depression a crisis of faith - the desert of the crucifixion.  

(Fourth visual) 

Either way the desert is home to our greatest temptations. It is the place where we like to claim “the devil made me do it.”

 (FIFTH VISUAL) - cross

Today, (Good Friday) is very much about a desert represented by the cross and the temptations Jesus’ face are the same as the one’s he experienced when he went into the desert for 40 days to prepare for his public ministry.  They are same temptations we face in our desert

As we wait for Jesus to die let us reflect on those temptations

(SIXTH VISUAL) – shoppers etc

First temptation:  to get nourishment from the wrong places  - “shop ‘til you drop”

If any of you have been fasting or belong to the club of habitual dieters you will have some sense of the intense hunger Jesus must have experienced in the desert.  The temptation t turn stones into bread was no child’s play . It is about getting nourishment in the wrong places. How often when we are feeling down or unfulfilled our own instincts take us t the shopping mall, the movies  - anywhere except  to the one who brings  hope and joy and loves us unconditionally.  If we go into these places without our God we find ourselves in the desert. The place where we are most susceptible to our inner demons.

It was the prophet Isaiah who asked: “Why do you work for things that bring you no satisfaction  (Chapter 55)” This tendency within is very much within the ambit of  the first temptation.  It is what society refers to as “bad habits” and what Trevor Manuel usually raises his sin taxes on.  It is about over indulgence - eating too much, drinking too much, playing too hard. And it progresses from: exaggeration to lying; from accepting too much change at the café to corporate fiddling of the books. From being tardy to stealing time from our employee. From fiddling our taxes to not paying them.

We succumb to the first temptation when we forego commitment and faithfulness and mutual support for one night stands or  the madness of an affair. It is when we risk our health with foolish addictions and we don’t care about the impact this has on ourselves or on the ones we love.

When we succumb to these everyday temptations we don’t nourish our bodies or our spirituality. We might as well be eating stones for all the good it does. But the fact is that these temptations, because they are so much part of our daily lives are incredibly hard to resist. We desperately need God in this desert that is the very fabric of modern society.     

For Jesus said: “It is written. Man does not live by bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  He also said: “I am the bread of life. The one who comes to me will never go hungry and the one who believes in me will never go thirsty.” 

And he went to the cross to earn us that grace-filled privilege, having urged us not to be afraid because he would ensure that the Holy Spirit would be we us always.  He also bequeathed us the ongoing miracle of the Eucharist on which to feed as often as we can.      

As we mediate today on Jesus hanging on that cross let us be mindful of how tempting it must have been to forego the whole process of the Passion and to be the social and political darling of the crowd that cheered him into the Holy City on Palm Sunday      

(SEVENTH  VISUAL) - debt

Second temptation: to be irresponsible – “God will catch me if I jump off the roof.”    

As the devil took Jesus to the highest point of the temple and challenged him to prove his importance by throwing himself down to allow the angels to catch him. It wasn’t much different from the taunts of those who defied Jesus to prove he was the Son of God by getting off that gruesome cross.

For us, this level of temptation tends to be more subtle and is surprisingly common among Christians who hurtle through life confident that because Jesus loves us we don’t have to be good stewards.  Either we go overboard on resisting the first temptation by abrogating our responsibility to care for our families by earning as living or we live the life of Riley and think its ok to go incur debt as long as we do it to be generous to others – especially our family and friends.  It’s a trap we fall into when we spend far too much on Christmas and birthday presents and confuse this bolstering of our importance and popularity with Christian giving.  It is when we confuse faith with irresponsibility. We get so excited about the fact that God provides that we lose sight of the inner demons of greed and self importance. We take the easy route because we, like the devil expect God to pick up the pieces for our dumb decisions. I can jump off the temple roof because God will catch me.

As a fellow preacher once pointed out, “The world is full of Christians who jump off roofs and then spend the rest of their lives blaming God because they are paralysed. It is at this second level that we are tempted to become spoiled children. We watch TV instead of doing our homework. We procrastinate, we come to believe the world owes us a living.  The good news is that the Holy Spirit is always there to help. The bad news is that we’ve got to supply the discipline.  

We have to ask ourselves. Are we living beyond our means? Do we risk our health with our lifestyle?  Do we live off God’s largesse without sharing it?  Have we hopped off the Christian train we boarded when we were baptised because the journey is too tough?  Do we always make easy choices? 

(EIGHT VISUAL) - oscar

Third temptation:  - to make a deal with the devil. “Which God do you worship?”      

The final temptation is mostly for those who don’t succumb to the one of jumping off the roof. It’s the temptation of responsible Christians, good stewards – the one’s who work hard at being Christians of good influence. The one’s who attend church regularly, the one’s who operate with a strong set of ethics, who die with the estates in good order. 

The one’s who face the greatest and subtlest of temptations.  One also faced by Jesus in the desert and on the cross. The temptation to worship self. The temptation of the Pharisees who were convinced they were better than the other Jewish sects. The temptation of modern Christians to judge people who are living with HIV or AIDS. The temptation to believe there could ever be such a thing as Holy War.  The temptation to believe I am always right.       

The temptation to forget that all we own is God’s – be it our intellect, our talent, our family, or our material goods.  It is the temptation to measure our worth and that of others against the benchmark of modern society  - our achievements and our wealth. It is the temptation of the workaholic, the control freak and the high achiever.  It is a particularly lonely desert because it is so insidious. It even exists when we place our activities in the church before God.

The Old Testament book of Deuteronomy (6) , which the Jews call the Shema, says: “You shall love your God with all your heart and with all your soul and ALL YOUR STRENGTH. All, all, all.

Jesus said: “Seek first the Kingdom of God and God’s rightousness. Then all these other things will be given to you as well.”  

As he battles with this last temptation in the desert Jesus says: Away from me Satan! For it is written: Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.”

There are two very strong lessons in this story of Jesus in the desert. The one is that it was very hard to resist those temptation. Why else would the angels have rushed to attend him as Satan departed?  The other clearly shows how  Jesus used the Scriptures as his shield in the almighty battle between the forces of  good and evil.     

 To sum up. 

Find God in your desert and everything else falls into place. For, without God who became incarnate in humankind, lived among and died for our salvation – who entered the desert -   we don’t survive in all our fullness. We don’t live in the glory that comes from being made in the image of God  and being baptised into his kingdom. 

What we do is leave him hanging on the cross.                
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