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Mark 1:9-13 
“In Christ: In the Wilderness” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 
The church’s season of Lent began this past Wednesday. Lent is forty days long, not including Sundays, 
and ends at Easter. The season gets its forty days from the number of days Jesus spent in the wilderness. 
Like Jesus, the wilderness isn’t the place we go by choice. But it’s the place we find we belong to God. 
 

––– 
 
From his baptism, the Holy Spirit sent Jesus into the wilderness for forty days. Mark tells us basically 
nothing of what Jesus did during his forty days in the wilderness. But be know that in forty days you can 
experience a whole lot of life. We might imagine Jesus’ days went something like this: 
 

[The congregation watched a video cartoon that imagines Jesus forty days in the wilderness.  
It may be seen at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P-6a25Yo2wE (accessed March 1, 2015)] 

 
Forty days ago was January 11. A lot of life has happened since then. On that day, the high was 35 
degrees and we had no idea what crazy cold weather was coming. If I’d known, I’d have gone for a run 
outside in shorts and a t-shirt.  
 
Since January 11 in our family, we’ve had a broken arm from a skiing accident. The cast has now come 
off. We’ve celebrated a few birthdays. One of my uncles has died. We’ve had run of the mill illness and a 
whole lot of life that’s been just what you’d call “normal”––eating, breathing, working and playing, 
shoveling snow yet again, and the happiness, confusion, satisfaction, and occasional feelings of helplessness 
that just come with life. 
 
Put your past forty days of life on a screen and what do you see? Joy and beauty? Bewilderment and 
sadness? Has your sleep been contented? Or have you tossed and turned? Have you cried? Did the tears 
come during a hard fit of laughter? How would you evaluate your last forty days? And how would we 
reevaluate our past 40 days if the first thing we said about them is that they have been spent with God, in 
Jesus Christ?  
 
This is what we’re going about during in sermons this Lent: that each moment of each day, in each 
circumstance and situation, that in the blessings and struggles that come our way––all of them apart from 
our asking––that all of life’s wilderness is lived within the life of the Savior who joins our life to God. 
 
Our Savior, Jesus, went to the wilderness because he was joined to the life of God. But Jesus’ wilderness 
days weren’t a chosen retreat. Mark makes this clear. Jesus went to the desert because the Holy Spirit of 
God drove him there. Jesus rose up from the waters of baptism, and the Spirit who’d descended on him 
there in the form of a dove bore its talons and drive Jesus out into the wild. The verb that Mark uses to 
describe the Spirit’s sending the same verb Mark uses to describe how Jesus drove out evil spirits.  
 
This means that whatever happened in those forty days, Jesus’ exposure to the elements, to the wild beasts 
and to the temptation of the devil, Jesus wasn’t grounded in a life he was choosing for himself. But choice––
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the life Jesus would embrace in the conditions he encountered––had very much to do with why Jesus was 
in the wild. 
 
What marked Jesus’ days in the wilderness? Well, obviously, the wilderness itself. You can’t make the days 
cool down or the nights warm up. Your wanting it to rain won’t make the clouds burst forth. If you are 
going to live in this wilderness, it won’t come by wishing these things away but by receiving the life God is 
giving in difficult conditions. 
 
What are the difficult conditions we might pretend aren’t there. Is it a conversation we’ve put off for 
weeks or months or even years? Is it the system operative at work that some days feels like an oven and 
other days like you’re out into cold? We can escape into gripes and groans instead of asking how God is at 
work, giving life, the midst of the trouble.  
 
In the wilderness, you feel exposed and ill equipped, which is absolutely the truth. Out in the wilderness, 
degrees and titles will not give you life. Your money cannot buy you another day or a way out. But neither 
will indulging your misery. But trusting that the God who has everything will give you everything you 
need to face each day will be the posture that ends up saving your life. 
 
We’re also told that, in the wilderness, Jesus had to contend with the wild beasts. The wild beasts appear 
as a threat to your life. If you are a young person, some days do your parents feel like wild beasts? They 
stand in the way of where you’d go and what you’d do. Well, know that for parents, there are days when 
the kids seem like wild beasts too. One moment they’re beautiful as lions, but then they’re lashing out and 
disrupting the peace of the house. There are wild beasts called disease that threaten to ravage the body. 
There’s that vicious thought that’s nocturnal and feels to hunt you when you can’t sleep. 
 
But it wasn’t just wild beasts that Jesus was with. Mark tells God’s angels were with him too. What are the 
angels of Scripture always telling people? “Don’t be afraid.” They say this because they’ve been in the 
presence of God. 
 
But Jesus’ biggest challenge in the wilderness was temptation. Mark doesn’t tell us like Matthew and Luke 
what Jesus’ temptations were. In the heat, was he tempted to commanded cooler temperatures? In 
parched land, was he tempted to make an oasis? Why stop there? Why not a resort with golf course and 
spa? But then Jesus wouldn’t have been living in the wilderness on God’s terms. He would have been 
striving for a life of comfort and convenience––life as seemed best just to him. This might have been the 
greatest temptation of all, for Jesus to establish his own personal kingdom rather than live in the kingdom 
that God would establish in him. 
 
The truth is, when Jesus was called out of the wilderness, in a way, he never left it. He still faced the heat 
and got cold shoulders. He talked about the wild beasts that would betray and kill him. And on the cross 
they yelled temptation, that Jesus who saved others should come down and saved himself. In that most 
desolate place, the cross, Jesus too all the seemingly God-forsaken places and circumstances into himself. 
And when God raised Christ from the dead, God showed that he takes the things seems like death and 
somehow wrings them even resurrection life. 
 
Today, you and I find ourselves in some wilderness place. The conditions are somehow oppressive and 
threatening. We experience temptation to be our own savior rather than trusting God who is the only one 
who can give and sustain us in life. The big question we face isn’t, How am we going to get out of this 
wilderness? But where is God in the thick of it, and how is God meeting us and shaping us, strengthening 
us and setting us free, and bringing us into the Savior whose life is the territory of grace? 
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Mark reminds us that, in the wilderness, the angels attended Jesus. Angels are God’s messengers who 
carry God’s announcements such as, “Do not be afraid.” I don’t know what else the angel messengers 
announced to Jesus in the wilderness. Maybe they repeated again and again what God announced to 
Jesus in his baptism: “You are my Son, whom I love. I am so delighted with you.”  
 
Maybe this was the word that sustained Jesus most in the wilderness, the word of God’s love that never 
leaves or forsakes. If it was enough for Jesus, this word of God’s love that dies and rises for us can sustain 
us in the wilderness too. 


