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 The gospel for gives us an interesting look into the life of Jesus today.  
 He had just reached one of the high points in his life – his baptism.  The 
heavens opened, the Holy Spirit descended, and the voice of God claimed him as his 
Son.  It truly was a great event.  I suppose that Jesus could have lived on that peak 
event for a long time.  But it was not to be.  "Immediately," says Mark, "immediately, 
the Spirit DROVE him out into the wilderness." 
 Do you know anything about wildernesses?  It’s NOT the most hospitable place 
in the world.  It's a dry, barren place, with no fertile means of providing for hunger or 
thirst.  It's always either too hot or too cold.  It's a place filled with beasts of prey and 
menacing reptiles.  It's a place where you are at the mercy of the elements – where the 
dark is very dark,  the quiet is very quiet,  and the loneliness is very lonely.  According 
to Mark and so many other books of the Bible, it's also where Satan and other 
diabolical creatures dwell.  It's a place cut off from life. 
 Not exactly the kind of place you would want to go for a picnic, is it?  And yet 
this is exactly where the Spirit of God DROVE Jesus, right at the high moment of his 
baptism.  Jesus spent forty days in that wilderness. 
 Curiously enough, this is also the place that God took the people of Israel after 
their "high" of being released from slavery in Egypt.  And they were in that wilderness 
for forty years.  What’s interesting about that is that anyone walking on foot even today 
could make that 160-mile journey from Egypt to Canaan in a whole lot less than forty 
years.  But GOD was leading Israel.  And it was GOD who led Jesus.  God will lead 
where God will lead. 
 So why the wilderness?  Well, the wilderness was just about the best testing 
ground around.  Think about it for a moment.  In the everyday world, you generally 
have a regular income that gives you food, clothing, transportation and everything else 
you need.  You have a house to protect you from the elements, from the beasts and 
from those who would rob or molest you.  You have a family and friends who give you 
love and support.  And you have a daily routine to provide a sense of normal in your 
life.  As long as you have all this, then all is well with the world.  Right?  So who needs 
God?  You can easily convince yourself that all of that is really YOUR OWN -- earned 
by the labor of your own hands and the sweat of your own brow – and not given to you 
by God at all. 
 But strip all of that away, and then where are you?  How will you survive in the 
wilderness?  Who will provide you with food and clothing?  Who will protect you from 
the elements, from the beasts, and from those who would harm you?  Remember, 
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there is no place to hide in the wilderness.  Who will protect you?  Who will give you 
love and support? 
 In the wilderness there is no one to lean upon except God.  Only God can 
provide, protect, sustain, and love.  In reality, that's the way it is in everyday life.  But 
the wilderness experience really brings an awareness of this and therefore becomes a 
test of our faith and trust in God.  It becomes a test upon one's reliance upon God to 
provide, protect, sustain and love. 
 The point is that God wants to be FIRST in your life – not second or third or last.  
God wants to be FIRST.  God wants to be first in the lives of his people. 
 And so God tests his people.  In the Old Testament, we see God testing 
Abraham and Sarah in their old age with the promise of a son that they had to wait 25 
years for.  We see God testing their descendants, the Israelites in the wilderness, who 
too frequently lapsed into trusting only themselves.  And today in the gospel, we see 
God testing even his own son, Jesus Christ who had just come off that high of baptism. 
 So what comes after the test?  Reward?  Heaven?  No.  What comes after the 
test is stronger faith,  deeper commitment to God,  greater trust in God's promises to 
provide, protect, sustain and love without your trying to control everything around you. 
 With that, Abraham and Sarah were assured that God truly does provide, just as 
he promises.  With that, Israel was ready to follow God into battle for the conquest of 
the Promised Land.  With that, Jesus was ready to begin his ministry of proclaiming the 
good news of God's kingdom on earth. 
 You see, life is not just going from one high point to another with only the highs 
to sustain us.  Life's highs are just too few and far between.  And as for the rest, the 
truth is that you really can’t control any of it.  What you thought was tried, true and 
trusted today can become totally unfamiliar territory tomorrow. 
 We’ve all surely come to know that with this pandemic.  It’s been a worldwide 
entry into a wilderness previously unknown.  And you can bet it’s been a test.  Just 
who will we count on to provide, protect, sustain and love us when so much has been 
threatened?  Will we count only on ourselves?  Or will we count on God? 
 While I believe that test has been true of everyone globally, it’s been very much 
a test of us here at Holy Cross in particular ways.  How so?  Well, we had spent the 
previous several years drawing closer to God and renewing our faith.  And out of that 
renewed faith, we really had seen some great things happen in our midst.  Some 
difficulties were conquered.  We were blessed with regular new member classes.  
Regular giving and pledging was up.  And we had been blessed with a highly 
successful capital campaign.  All of which was coming together wonderfully to set us 
up for the call process for a full-time pastor.  We came into 2020 with great 
expectations and a high not unlike Jesus’ peak experience at his baptism. 
 It’s unfortunate then to look at the numbers for the wilderness year of 2020 at 
Holy Cross and to see that there was slippage in our faithfulness.  You’ve all seen 
those numbers.  I mailed them to you.  Regular giving was down by about 40 percent 
over the previous year.  That’s a significant decline.   
 What accounts for it?  I’ve looked over the giving records, and a couple things 
stand out. 
 First it appears to me that if the pandemic had not happened, nothing would 
have changed in giving patterns.  I find that sad, because the needs sure haven’t 
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changed a whole lot just because we’ve been shut down.  In fact, now that we are 
about to start that call process, the need to show potential pastors that we truly can 
support full-time ministry is critical.  
 But there was a shut down, and staying connected to the church during the 
pandemic became a whole lot harder for people.  That’s the second thing.  Even 
keeping up with offerings is harder than just popping your offering into the plate as it 
passes by at worship.  It has taken effort.  Effort to stay connected to the church.  
Effort to get online for worship.  Effort to get out a stamp and address an envelope and 
put your offering in the mail.  Effort to go to the church website to fill out a form for an 
online donation.   
 Many of you have made the effort and been conscientious and regular about it, 
for which I thank you wholeheartedly.  But it’s sad to note that others have not made 
that effort.  Still others have not been so conscientious and regular about it. 
 What makes it even sadder is that it isn’t just about being connected to the 
church, is it?  It’s about being connected to God.  It’s about being faithful to the God 
who is faithful to you. 
 Is this a test?  You bet it’s a test.  Because we surely have been in the 
wilderness, just like Jesus.  And the test of us is the same as it was for Jesus and even 
for the people of Israel in the wilderness.  Will we stay connected to God in faith and 
trust?  We surely have been counting on God to provide, protect, sustain and love us 
through this wilderness experience.  But the test isn’t about God’s faithfulness.  The 
test is about OUR faithfulness.  Will we make the effort? 
 What’s important about this lesson for today is that, for those of us who believe, 
God prepares us for the unknowns of life by leading us into the wilderness as he led 
Jesus into the wilderness.  God takes it upon himself to strengthen the faith that he has 
given us.  God takes it upon himself to bring us to deeper commitment and greater 
trust in his promises.  And so he takes us from the “highs” of blessings and faith, and 
drives us directly into the wilderness, just as he did Jesus. 
 The good news is that the end of this pandemic will come.  We can already see 
the light at the end of the tunnel.  We will at some point in the not-too-distant future 
return to the church for worship.  For now, we have come to Lent, with its annual 
reminders about the wilderness and the testing that comes with it.  Self-examination 
and repentance is central to this season.  It’s a time to draw close to the one who 
sacrificed himself on a cross for you. 
 Pray for faith, my friends.  Pray for faith as strong as Abraham and Sarah’s, that 
you might put God above everything else.  Pray for faith as great as Israel's, that you 
may fight the enemies of life and conquer.  Repent and pray for the faith of Jesus 
Christ, whose Easter promise stands boldly at the end of this Lent, at the end of this 
pandemic, and at the end of all our days. 
 


