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… into the wilderness 
 
Genesis 9:8–17 
Psalm 25:1–10 
1 Peter 3:18–22 
Mark 1:9–15 
 
Text: Mark 1:12-13 
And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness.  He was in the wilderness for forty 
days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him. 
 
Introduction 
The gospel reading appointed in the Lectionary to be read on the first Sunday of Lent is always 
the story of Jesus’ wilderness temptation.  In this year, when we follow Mark’s gospel, the story 
is rather brief.  No specifics about the content of the temptations are given.  Mark’s account is 
distinctive not only for its brevity, but also for the fact that its mere 30 words (Greek text) 
contain elements absent from Matthew’s and Luke’s longer accounts.  One of those elements is 
the repeated mention of the wilderness.  When a writer, given to brevity, mentions something 
twice in so short a span you are awakened to the fact that this is an important point for Mark. 
 
1. Into the wilderness.  Modernity’s promise of progress is predicated on the seduction that 
human beings can replace God through science and technology, through planning and a baseline 
of prosperity.  We can manage life so long as the rules of success hold.  And then along came a 
capricious virus that ushered us into a wilderness of uncertainty.  Uncertainty about the whens 
and hows of life when timetables are no longer guaranteed, uncertainty about whom to trust 
when the experts convey conflicting messages, uncertainty about job security and when you will 
be able to see your family.  
 
The fact is wilderness abounds.  All of us wish life were easier.  Troubles afflict us at every turn.  
They are as abrasive as sandpaper and as relentless as a dripping tap.  All of us are stressed in 
some measure.  Not long ago I was talking with a minister friend of mine swapping stories 
regarding our respective physical decline as we age, I said to him, it seems that the wheels are 
starting to come off.  You know these wildernesses.  The wilderness of shameful humiliation, the 
wilderness of long-term hardship, the wilderness of chronic disease, the wilderness of isolation 
enforced because of one’s courage, the wilderness of punishment handed out by the politically 
powerful, the wilderness of unemployment, the wilderness the preacher experiences when the 
well seems dry. 
 
And we often assume, when we read the Bible, that our foreparents in faith had a much easier 
time of things than we do.  They don’t seem distracted by their troubles.  In actuality, Mark’s 
gospel is written to people who are in the wilderness of persecution at the hands of the Roman 
Emperor.  And Mark is certain that Jesus who sustained people in the wilderness of the troubles 
of their lives during his public ministry could do the same of beleaguered people 35 years later in 
the Empire’s pressure cooker. 
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Another feature of Mark’s brevity is that our attention is focused precisely on the man Jesus.  In 
this introduction section of his gospel there are few other details that draw attention; Mark 
focuses our attention on Jesus.  He is the one we are to watch and look for.  You notice that the 
Spirit of God propels Jesus into the wilderness.  God sends the Son precisely to this wilderness; 
Jesus does not remain aloof or detached from human experience.  And you also notice that Jesus 
is victor over the assaults of the evil one in wilderness.  Following this encounter Jesus comes to 
Galilee announcing, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news.”  I am sure that the Galileans lived their share of wilderness—Roman 
occupation brought much misery with it.  The wonder of the good news is amazement at God’s 
drawing near to us in the midst of that wilderness that often cannot be left behind. 
 
2. I remind you that this opening section of Mark’s gospel offers details to hearers that the people 
in the story we will meet—Peter, Andrew, James, John—are not privy to as they first meet Jesus.  
This opening sets the stage for us to understand what follows.  In Mark’s temptation story you 
will notice that on one side of Jesus’ wilderness encounter is the help of the Spirit of God and the 
angels and on the other side is the danger of Satan and the wild beasts.  Anyone with a modicum 
of experience in the great outdoors knows that wild animals are just that, wild; they are not ‘pets-
in-waiting.’  Wild beasts in the wilderness is an image that Mark uses to say that the world is 
fraught with danger.  Keep in mind that during the persecution Mark’s first hearers endured  wild 
animals that were let loose on Christians in an arena as sport. 
 
The picture painted by Mark’s few brush strokes of Jesus’ wilderness temptation is that of a 
spiritual battle.  The world is depicted as shot through and through with spirit and not all spirits 
are good.  Jesus’ ministry is confrontational.  He has come to combat and defeat forces 
determined to counteract God’s intentions for human well-being.  The first extensively narrated 
incident of his public ministry in Mark will be an exorcism (Mark 1:21-28).  The narrative 
location of the parable about a thief “tying up the strong man” (Mark 3:27) suggests it serves as a 
mission statement for his entire ministry.  The antagonists in Mark’s gospel are not human 
ignorance and religio-political authority; they are spiritual forces, things that oppress human 
bodies and minds and defy human attempts to subdue them.  
 
The assumption of Mark’s story is that the landscape in which our lives unfold is a spiritual one.  
We humans are spiritual beings, according to the gospel, made for relationship with God.  In our 
modern world the spiritual in not top of mind when describing the root of humanity’s challenges.  
There are those who believe that the challenges are, at bottom, economic or political—what we 
need is a more equitable distribution of the world’s goods.  Others look to therapeutic solution 
for better mental health or psychological solution in a more integrated self.  To be sure, 
economic, political, mental health, and psychological problems exist.   The gospel insists that the 
landscape in which our lives unfold is the theatre of activity of the Spirit of God. 
 
Over the centuries of human existence various political and economic structures have been tried 
and yet none on them, to date, has been the key to a new world in which hostilities cease and 
human flourishing soars.  Some have noted correctly that capitalism has lifted more people out of 
poverty that any other economic structure; it has also eventuated in huge disparities and the 
concentration of economic power in the hands of very few.  If economic or political structure 
could deliver human flourishing, given all the time and various attempts and ingenuity of 
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humans why haven’t we achieved success?  Some think that we haven’t put enough effort and 
time into a particular model or that previous attempts just need an adjustment or two and tried 
again.  Is it possible, as the gospel asserts, that there is a deeper problem we can’t see?   
 
3.  Into the wilderness, Jesus is propelled, and it was there that we are told “the angels waited 
upon him.’   Believing that angels exist may seem a stretch to some.  I note with you that the 
Bible does not ask you if you believe they exist any more than it asks you if you think God 
exists.  The Bible simply asserts the reality of God that includes his angels. 
 
The Hebrew and Greek word of angel simply means messenger.  In some cases what is in the 
writer’s mind is God himself acting as his own messenger.  Sometimes a person experiencing a 
visit from ‘the angel of the Lord’ recognizes later as having been visited by God.  More 
commonly throughout scripture “angel” means angel.  More commonly “angel” means not God 
but rather a creature of God; not God himself but someone distinct from God. 
 
One thing we notice right away in the bible’s portrayal of the angels is how many of them there 
are: there are swarms of angels.  “Heavenly host” is how the description reads; “heavenly host” 
suggests innumerable angels, myriads. 
 
Another feature of the angels: they are creatures of pure spirit; they do not have bodies of flesh 
like us.  Like us they are creatures, not divine; unlike us they are not fleshly.  Another thing we 
notice: their function is to witness to God by being servants of God.  Because they unfailingly 
serve God they invariably witness to God. 
 
What are you and I to make of all this?  It is obvious, isn’t it, that in view of the heavenly host 
God’s creation is rich, richer than we have always thought.  It’s obvious too that the creation is 
profoundly spiritual, pervasively spiritual, finally spiritual. Most people think not.  Most people 
insist that the material is real.  To be sure, Christians would never deny that the material is 
actual.  Trees and mountains, buildings and bridges are not imaginary.  Nonetheless, Christians 
would also insist that there is a spiritual dimension to the creation much deeper than trees and 
mountains.   
 
You notice as well that the Spirit of God was with Jesus in the wilderness.  Think for a moment 
about John the seer of the Book of Revelation. This man had been sentenced to spend the rest of 
his natural life in exile on the island of Patmos.  His faithfulness to his Lord in the face of 
political pressure had landed him on a wind-swept rock-pile as desolate without as John himself 
was within.  Except that he wasn’t desolate within! Just because John was stuck on Patmos “on 
account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” the Spirit surged over him, leaving him 
exclaiming, “I was on the island called Patmos, and I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day.” So far 
from excluding the Spirit, the wilderness is the condition of the Spirit’s visitation.  Faithfulness 
to Jesus Christ in the face of persecution is wilderness to be sure, but also a wilderness where the 
Spirit unfailing finds us. 
 
When the text says that the Spirit drove Jesus into the wilderness Mark uses the same word when 
speaking of Jesus driving out demons.  Jesus knows the wilderness to be a place of temptation 
and trial but Jesus does not seek out temptation as if it is nothing. Yet it was in the wilderness, 
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the gospel-writers tell us, that Jesus was refreshed.  Paradoxically, the place of spiritual assault is 
also the place of spiritual invigoration.  We are sustained most profoundly precisely where we 
are most threatened!  The resources of God abound precisely where we assume they are wanting! 
 
4. As we have probed this story of Jesus’ wilderness experience thinking a little about what the 
scriptures say about angels, we have underlined the gospel assertion that in everything, 
everywhere in life we have to do with the spiritual.  Because this is so, the single most important 
thing we can do is pray.  Because we are dealing with the spiritual whenever we deal with any 
aspect or dimension of life, the quintessential human act is prayer. 
 
I recall vividly the week I was working on preparing a message for today.  It was a time when 
my personal wilderness of bereavement made life seem very sparce.  I read over the texts 
assigned for reading today and couldn’t seem to find anything to concentrate on.  The more I 
tried and harder I pushed only seemed to highlight the fruitlessness.  It was a prayer of frustration 
that unlocked things.  In my exasperation I said, “Lord, I’ve got nothing.”  And as soon as the 
words were out of my mouth it hit me like a wave of spiritual refreshment.  That’s right, “I’ve 
got nothing,” but about Jesus, now that is a whole different matter.   
 
Mark’s story about Jesus’ wilderness experience makes very plain that he is encouraging his 
hearers in the wilderness of persecution to keep their eye on Jesus.  To ever look to him to 
sustain and undergird.  Historically speaking, the church season of Lent was a time of 
preparation of new converts who would go through a period of study and prayer as they 
anticipated their public profess of faith in baptism on Easter day.  Those being introduced to faith 
would learn the gospel truths and how Jesus gave up his life to rescue us from our spiritual death 
in our trespasses and sins.  They would learn of his glorious love never to forsake or abandon us 
in the wildernesses of life. 
 
For believers today Lent can be a time of spiritual refocussing.  As we follow the itinerary of our 
Lord’s life given for us in our Sunday-by-Sunday readings, we have made the turn towards 
Jerusalem.  In the synoptic gospels the hinge story is the transfiguration of Jesus—last Sunday’s 
reading.  From then on, Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem.  We are going there with him to 
witness afresh his passion to save us.  Mark’s theme that focusses on the man Jesus is a 
wonderful focus for us to take up afresh on our Lenten journey. 
 
And the Spirit immediately drove him (Jesus) out into the wilderness.  He was in the wilderness 
for forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.  
The next time we will hear of angels waiting on Jesus will be in Gethsemane.   
 
 
 


