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                Whenever I read today's gospel lesson from Luke about Jesus going into the wilderness 
to prepare for his ministry, I think about visits I have made to the Dead Sea and the Caves of 
Qumran.  This part of the world is one of the harshest places on earth to live; and because 
there are no distractions, it would be the perfect spot for a religious retreat.   

                The centerpiece of this inhospitable land is the Dead Sea—known as the “sea of salt” 
or “sea of death” in Hebrew.  Because it is 1,407 feet below sea level, the Dead Sea is the 
lowest elevation on earth.  At a depth of nearly a thousand feet, the Dead Sea is also the 
deepest hyper saline lake in the world.   It is true what they say about trying to swim in the 
Dead Sea; it is virtually impossible to keep your feet on the bottom.  What I remember best 
about that experience is not the swimming but the floating.  The Dead Sea’s salt content almost 
forces you float.   

                For centuries, the Dead Sea was best known as a supplier of asphalt for Egyptian 
mummification and potash for fertilizer.  Today a few companies market the sea water for 
medicinal purposes and the mud for health resorts. 

                When you visit the Dead Sea, what becomes stunningly clear is how parched and dry 
and hot the landscape is in this part of the Jordan Rift Valley.  At the northern part of the Dead 
Sea, the rainfall is only four inches per year; in the southern part, it is half that.  On the western 
edge of the Dead Sea, there are the Caves of Qumran, where the Essenes penned their famous 
scrolls. 

                What you immediately notice in this area that ironically, I have always called “God-
forsaken,” is that you cannot see anything alive—a blade of grass or a tree or an animal. It truly 
looks like the end of the world or maybe like Mars.  I can't think of a better setting for Jesus to 
meet Satan.  

                 Beyond that, our reading from Luke 4 brings an additional thought:  if only it was that 
easy to identify the Devil!  For the Satan that appears in Dr. Luke's recounting of events is 
beguiling.  He is a seductive creature.  As one scholar puts it, "Luke did not imagine pitchforks, 
horns, pointy tails, or the red long-johns that you see in cartoon devils."  Figuring out just who 
Satan is can be a tricky business. 

                But let me first set our Biblical scene.  In Chapter Three of Luke, we have the Baptism 
of Jesus.  And then in Chapter Four we have the beginning of Jesus’ Galilean ministry.  The 
chapter begins with these words: "Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and 



was led by the Spirit in the wilderness…"  That is, of course, part of the geography of Lent as we 
observe it twenty-one centuries later.  Lent is an interior journey into the wilderness of who we 
are. It is that time when we explore the dry and barren sections of our soul and look for 
spiritual refreshment.  The time frame for Lent also comes to us from the Biblical record.  For in 
the next phrase, we read that Jesus is going to endure a time of testing for a specific period:  
"…for forty days he was tempted by the Devil." 

                I remember once asking my son, Justin, who is now 41, what Lent meant.  Justin was 
then probably about five or six and he told me that "Lent means 40 days of Valentines"!  In one 
sense that is true, for the Devil clearly tempts Jesus with the sweet delights of earthly life. 

                As we read our lesson for the day, we learn that during his wilderness experience Jesus 
fasts for forty days--a practice that has been observed by the faithful during Lent ever since.  
Luke tells us that when the fast is over, Jesus "is famished."  I have not fasted for forty days, but 
a couple of times I have fasted for a week.  At least in my case, when I thought about eating 
solid food, the only thing I really wanted to have was a slice of bread.  Not surprisingly, then, 
the Devil immediately starts talking to jesus about the staff of life, about the main ingredient in 
the Middle Eastern diet:  "If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of 
bread."  (Everywhere in Israel, you see rounded white stones that look exactly like loaves of 
bread.)   

We need to remember, of course, that while Jesus was fully divine, he was also fully 
human.   What could be more tempting than to talk to a starving man about a loaf of bread?  
But still in the face of this overwhelming temptation, Jesus holds firm and says famously, "'one 
does not live by bread alone.'" 

                But the Devil, being the Devil, is not daunted by this refusal on Jesus’ part.  He is only 
getting started.  And so we next read about Satan showing Jesus "…all the kingdoms of the 
world."  Satan sweetens the pot by making a grand gesture.  The only catch is that Jesus will 
have to worship the Devil.  Pointing to the earthly kingdoms, Satan says, "'To you I will give 
their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I will give it to anyone I 
please.  If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.'" 

                Again Jesus passes the second element of the Devil's test.  He is not about to change or 
divide loyalties and replies, "It is written, 'serve only the Lord your God, and serve only him.'" 

                While the Devil's entreaties have failed twice, he tries a third time to tempt Jesus.  In 
this case, he appeals to Jesus’ own miraculous powers.  Satan places Jesus on the pinnacle of 
the temple.  He appeals to Jesus’ own superhuman abilities and does it through his knowledge 
of the Torah:  

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



Jesus passes the third test by quoting Holy Writ:  "It is said, 'do not put the Lord your God to the 
test.” 

                Finally, Satan gets the message--at least temporarily.  He has failed to draw Jesus into 
his trap; and the text tells us, "…he departed from him until an opportune time." 

                What we see in this passage about the temptation of Jesus, then, is not a fiery Devil 
blowing smoke.  The Satan Luke pictures here is a winsome, clever creature who can quote 
scripture: 

Scholars are in remarkable agreement in their interpretation of this passage about Jesus facing 
an adversary who almost comes across as a "friend" who offers things that sound perfectly 
reasonable and good at first (Kathryn M. Matthews, Sermon Seeds, "Wilderness Companions," 
ucc.org). 

                Some of you may remember my telling you awhile ago about Bobby, a man in a former 
congregation of mine.  Bobby was a businessman with a big heart who was also the victim of a 
scam.  He lost thousands of dollars to two men, who clearly were the sons of Lucifer; but at the 
time Bobby said they seemed like long-lost friends.  Because the plan they presented to him 
was so smooth, so well-oiled, it all seemed absolutely natural and reasonable.  Looking back, 
Bobby was floored that he fell for the scam, but in the moment he didn't question the integrity 
of the two men or what they were proposing. 

                It began one day as Bobby was walking out of a grocery store.  A well dressed, 
attractive Caribbean man walked up to him and asked for directions to the "Holiday House 
Hotel."  The man said he had just arrived in the United States and that the hotel name and the 
directions he had been given were faulty.  The man needed to meet a friend who was waiting 
for him at the hotel.  The stranger then questioned Bobby and said, "Are you going to be like 
everyone else and not help me?"  Bobby, who had been a Boy Scout leader for years, assured 
the man that he would not be like everyone else.  He would be more than willing to help the 
visitor in any way.  The trap was set. 

                There was no Holiday House Hotel in Corpus Christi, the newcomer was told.  But 
there was a Holiday Inn.  Maybe that was where the friend would be located.  "Could I take you 
there in my car?" Bobby asked the man.  You know where this is going!  The man became very 
friendly and was delighted at Bobby's offer of help.  And so in a few minutes they pulled into 
the front drive of the Holiday Inn.  And wonder of wonders, who should be standing in the 
parking lot but the man's friend!  The second man was even more friendly than the first.  And it 
wasn't long before Bobby volunteered to take the two visitors to lunch as his guests.  He would 
show them some genuine Texas hospitality.  Both friends responded eagerly and with gratitude 
to Bobby's kind invitation. 

                It was over Texas barbeque that the strangers slowly began to talk with Bobby about 
an "amazing financial opportunity" they had been given.  They would be able, they said, to give 
him $30,000 in cash that afternoon, provided he could put up the requisite collateral.  
Incredibly, Bobby could double his money without expending any effort at all! 

http://ucc.org/


                Now while alarm bells may be collectively going off in our heads, Bobby said their offer 
seemed totally legitimate.  After all, these two men were going to be his new best friends and 
residents of the city he loved so much.  They asked if Bobby had any way of putting up the 
collateral.  As he thought about it, Bobby's eyes immediately fell on his ring finger.  For years he 
had worn the diamond from his mother's engagement ring that had been reset for him.  It had 
been appraised at $25,000.  Perhaps the best way to make up the difference, he thought, 
would be simply to withdraw $5,000 out of his savings account. 

                "What a brilliant idea!" the two men exclaimed.  They complimented Bobby on his 
financial acumen.  He was so smart, such a good businessman to take advantage of this once-in-
a-lifetime opportunity.  As they finished their meal, the two men asked if he would give them 
the ring and then drive them to the bank.  Bobby readily agreed. 

                And so after handing over the ring and the cash, both of the strangers said they 
needed to transact some business.  Bobby needed to wait in the bank parking lot for five 
minutes.  They would be right back.  The trap had been sprung, of course.  And as bobby waited 
for the men to return, it suddenly dawned on him that he had been had.  He jumped out of his 
car and ran around the corner of the bank.  But the two men, his ring and his money were long 
gone--never to be found. 

                The form the Devil presents to us is rarely one we expect.  Like the snake in the 
garden, who seduces eve, the devil coerces us in ways large and small--subtly appealing to our 
vanity, our pride, our lusts, our greed, our imaginations.  In Bobby's case, of course, the devil 
did not look like the Devil.  There were no horns or pitchforks to be found, because Satan came 
in disguise--in the form of two handsome, congenial men.  Who knew?  And yet how cruelly and 
ruthlessly they practiced their evil craft!  I will never forget that sad night after the scam as I sat 
with Bobby and his wife.  He was a broken man--overwhelmed by depression, guilt and anger. 

                In a sermon which she wrote on this scripture passage called "Lenten Discipline," 
Barbara Brown Taylor gives us a short history of how people stopped being able to recognize 
evil creeping into their midst: 

                When the world did not end as Jesus himself had said it would, his followers stopped 
expecting so much from God or from themselves.  They hung a wooden cross on the wall and 
settled back into their more or less comfortable routines, remembering their once passionate 
devotion to God the way they remembered the other enthusiasms of their youth.  Oh, to be 
young again, and to believe everything is possible. 

                Little by little, Christians became devoted to their comforts instead:  the soft couch, the 
flannel sheets, the leg of lamb roasted with rosemary.  These things made them feel safe and 
cared for--if not by God, then by themselves.  They decided there was no contradiction between 
being comfortable and being Christian, and before long it was very hard to pick them out from 
the population at large.  They no longer distinguished themselves by their bold love for one 
another.  They did not get arrested for championing the poor.  They blended in.  They avoided 
extremes.  They decided to be nice instead of holy and God moaned out loud (Home By Another 
Way). 



                The point of Lent is not to beat ourselves up, to concentrate on what we've been doing 
wrong.  Lent is moreover a time to reflect on the ways God can use us for a good purpose.  

                And that word on this First Sunday of Lent takes us back to the wilderness and the 
companions we find there.  I like what one commentator says about Jesus’ journey in that dry, 
arid place and our own: 

For the desert is not God-forsaken nor does it belong to the Devil.  It is God's home.  The Holy 
Spirit is there, within us and beside us.  And if we cannot feel that spirit inside of us or at our 
side, perhaps we can at least imagine Jesus there, not too far away, with enough in him to 
sustain us, enough to make us brave (John Stendahl). 

                During this Lenten Season, may each of us discover God's word in new and surprising 
ways--even to the point of finding forty days of Valentines! 
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