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This year marks the twelfth time that I have taught confirmation; to middle school-

age students at five different congregations.  It is always reassuring that, when I ask the 

young people about what challenges – or tests – that they face, what they pray that God 

might help them to face and overcome; their answers usually center on actual tests.  This 

heartens me not only because it means that the young people I work with take their 

academics seriously, but that they generally are not faced with other kinds of trials that so 

often consume our attention in other parts of our society, or at other times in our lives: 

concerns about welfare, health or safety.  While they are tested – and tempted – in many 

ways, they are also largely sheltered for now, as they prepare for the coming days when 

the tests will become more difficult. 

 So, the first thing we have to think of in this story is the translation of what is 

going on: it could be read as a scene of “temptation:” imagining that the tempter – 

identified by name as the devil – is on a fishing expedition, looking to find and exploit 

any moral weak spot.  “Tests,” on the other hand, offer opportunities for learners to 

discover what they have not yet come to understand, or demonstrate that they are ready to 

go and practice that for which they have been preparing.  Doctors and nurses, plumbers 

and electricians – even ministers – are all required to pass licensure exams before taking 

their vocations public; and here, Jesus is given a final exam before heading off into 

ministry. 

 And so, while Jesus taught us to pray that we will not be led into temptation, he 

himself is drawn into the wilderness by the Spirit immediately on the heels of his 

baptism.  Jesus is not lost; nor is he being punished for something he has done.  Jesus 

does not just stumble into his time of testing, he is led there for a larger purpose; as a 

teaching moment. 

 The fact is, there were no other human witnesses to these temptations in the 

wilderness; meaning that Jesus must have wanted the story to be known.  As Matthew 

tells it, Jesus’ forty days remind his readers of the forty years that Israelites spent in their 

own wilderness.  And just as Israel emerged from their wanderings chastened, purified 

and ready to inherit God’s blessings and promises in a new land, so also Jesus emerges 



from his trials understanding his identity and strengthened for the mission that awaited 

him.1 

 The devil tests Jesus in the material, in the spiritual and in the political realm – 

tempting him to exercise power in his own self-interest, rather than trusting himself to 

God’s care.  “If you are the son of God,” the first temptation begins.  In other words, 

Jesus is being asked: how do you know you are God’s son?  One way to know would be 

to prove it: to turn stones in to bread; to jump from the Temple heights without fear of 

injury; to worship whoever, whenever, however he pleases.  Do these things, the devil 

seems to be saying, and then you will know who you are, you will be sufficient on your 

own, you will never have to doubt again.  

 Jesus reminds the devil, and thus is helping us to recall as well, that it is not 

material goods that sustain us as individuals or as a community; rather, it is the word of 

God that gives us life.  We depend not on bread alone; we cannot be bearers of God’s 

light by focusing only on our material survival.  Only by trusting in God’s word to 

sustain us can we be witnesses to the One who himself is the bread of life.2 

 When I was the age of our confirmation students, my understanding of tests and 

trials were pretty much the same as theirs.  There were quizzes and exams to worry about, 

as well as the typical temptations of the era: Atari instead of homework or practice.  But, 

food, family, health – I had yet to face any real trials in any of these areas.  Several years 

later, though, what had always felt to me like a normal, typical family had been torn apart 

– my father was diagnosed with late-onset bipolar disorder, but only after losing his job, 

marrying a woman almost twenty years younger after leaving my mom, and forcing her 

to move out of her home.   

 Admittedly, I was angry. Part of me wanted to quit school and move back to 

Kentucky to support my mom; another part of me wanted to never speak to my father 

again. I couldn’t get my head around the broken promises, the erratic behavior, the 

mental illness.  I assumed that God was putting me – and my faith – to the test, and I 

didn’t understand why. On one break from school, I sat in church and when I heard Jesus’ 

words about divorce from Matthew’s gospel being read, I walked out; not knowing if or 

when I would ever come back. 

 Looking back, thirty years later, on those tumultuous times, I realize not just how 

painful they were, but what they have taught me.  Tests reveal to us what we do not yet 

understand; and what we have not yet been equipped to handle.  I can see now what I was 

not able to at the time; that though we might not understand why, we can be assured that 
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Jesus will stand beside us in and through all circumstances, because he went through the 

very same trials as us.  The tests that we encounter are not signs that God has abandoned 

us, but instead that we are growing in faith and the knowledge that without God, we are 

not truly complete. 

 Part of being a human being is an awareness that we can’t do it alone; we are 

incomplete in and of ourselves.  No matter how many material possessions we might 

compile; whatever special measures we might take to protect ourselves; no matter which 

worship choices we might make, we eventually face tests that prove that we need 

something else beyond ourselves.  To be human, in other words, is to be aware that there 

is an emptiness inside that we cannot fill on our own.  As St. Augustine said, we humans 

are always restless until we find our rest in God. 

 Still, that isn’t quite the full picture.  To be a Christian is not simply having that 

emptiness, that restlessness, that awareness of our need for God met once and for all.  

For, in the same way that Jesus would continue to face trials and temptations throughout 

his life, so in our lives we will continue to face novel tests.  Perhaps the goal of the life of 

faith is not to escape these trials, but to discover God in the midst of them, and learn that 

God’s grace is sufficient. 

 Jesus shows that having faith does not do away with the hardships that are part of 

life, but instead a source of courage to endure them; not simply surviving but, at times, 

also growing, learning, and flourishing in the midst of them in and through Jesus; the one 

who was tempted as we are and therefore understands our struggles fully. In the end, no 

place is so desolate, distant, or challenging that Jesus has not already been there; and no 

test or temptation is so great that Jesus has not already overcome it.3 

 As the angels come to attend to Jesus after the devil’s third temptation, the scene 

again changes.  Jesus returns from the wilderness and relocates from his hometown of 

Nazareth to the seaside village of Capernaum. It is from here that the light of the world – 

the Epiphany of God’s great love – will begin to shine.  Quoting the prophet Isaiah, 

Matthew tells us that for the people who have been sitting in darkness – the Israelites 

waiting for the coming of the Messiah – a light has dawned.  This, for all of God’s 

children, is a new day; a new opportunity to choose life with God; rest, finally, from the 

restlessness of longing for a living relationship with the divine. 

 The opportunity presented to us, and to one another, is to be representatives of that 

light which is now shining in the darkness; to be the accompanying agents who tend to 

those who find themselves in the wilderness and are facing particular tests and trials.  I 
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am forever thankful to those individuals and faith communities who have been walking 

with me in the days, months, and years since that Sunday thirty years ago when I walked 

out of church; unsure whether I had the faith to ever walk back in again.  I can testify that 

the best way to learn that God’s grace is sufficient for us is to see that it has been 

sufficient for others and their faith.   

 And so, who are those people around you that might be facing tests at this 

particular time?  And what might it look like if you were to be a ministering agent in that 

person’s life; could it be that they are looking to you to reach out them, to challenge 

them, or to forgive them?  Is there something that you have learned in retrospect from 

your own tests and trials that may be of assistance now in someone else’s current 

struggles?  Is there some specific action that Jesus might be inviting you to take on their 

behalf? 

 Friends, each of us faces our own tests; and while it may be tempting to try to go it 

alone, to face what lies ahead by using our own resources – material or otherwise – at 

some point that is not enough.  Only God’s grace is sufficient; and the face of God is 

most often seen when looking into the eyes of another: a friend, family member, a 

neighbor, even one who seems like little more than a stranger.  In the name of, and for the 

sake of, the light that shines in the darkness, may we be those angels who appear in the 

wilderness to attend to one another, so that our tests might not remain ends in themselves, 

but become opportunities to learn and grow in faith.  AMEN. 

 


