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First Sunday in Lent, March 10th 2019 

St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, New Jersey 

 Luke 4:1-13  

 
Grace be to you and peace, from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit.  Amen. 

 When I was a teenager, one of my favorite TV shows was the “Flip Wilson Show”.  Flip was 

very funny, and one of his most popular characters happened to have the same name as my middle 

name.  So, for those of you who may have wondered what the “G” is when I sign my name, “Gladys G. 

Moore”, it is for Geraldine.  

 Geraldine Jones always made us laugh.  She had a boyfriend whom we never saw named 

“Killer”, and she had two memorable expressions that people my age still might remember. One was, 

“What you see is what you get.”  That phrase was so famous that it even showed up at my high school 

graduation rehearsal. I was making my way across the stage of the Philadelphia Academy of Music, 

and just as my name was being read, one of my classmates called out, “Geraldine?” “What you see is 

what you get!”  I was so glad this was the rehearsal and not the graduation because I would have 

been mortified had this outburst happened there. But it was certainly true that when you looked at 

Geraldine what you saw was what you got. 

 Geraldine had another wildly popular saying too, and that was, “The devil made me do it.”   

This one came to be used by anyone who was led into temptation but didn’t want to take responsibility 

for it.  “The devil made me do it”. It was a good excuse!  Well, that very devil shows up in our Gospel 

lesson for today, but he didn’t make Jesus do anything, because truth be told, nobody, not even the 

devil himself, can make somebody do something that they don’t want to do.   
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Just before this story of Jesus’ temptation, Luke records Jesus’ human genealogy. He tells his 

readers that Jesus really is one of us, that is, that he’s flesh and blood who has a human ancestry.  

Right before that we hear about his baptism. The Spirit of God has descended upon him and a voice 

from heaven has proclaimed him as the cherished child of God. “You are my Son, the Beloved; with 

you I am well-pleased.”    

 Now, wet and washed through and through with the pride of his heavenly parent, Jesus walks 

out of the river, full of the Spirit of God. And the next thing you know, the same Spirit leads him into the 

wilderness, into the open, silent, and scary place where for 40 days he is tempted by the devil.  Jesus 

doesn’t eat anything during these 40 days, and by the end, he is famished, tired, and lonely. 

 “Aha”, thinks the devil. “I better strike while the iron is hot; or rather, while the belly is empty and 

hopefully, the spirit is weak. And he begins his assault on Jesus; on this one who is called, “the 

Beloved Son of God”.  Three times the devil tests Jesus, urging him to forget his baptismal identity and 

to use his power for himself... either for personal comfort, for political influence and glory, or to protect 

himself from suffering and death. Three times the devil tempts him and three times Jesus turns him 

down.  He says no to the bread, no to the kingdoms, no to the angelic bodyguards.  He basically says 

that he is full up on worshipping God and serving only God. Remember, he was “full of the Spirit” when 

he was led into the wilderness and it was this same Spirit, the Spirit of the Living God that sustained 

him while he was there.   

 A wonderful preacher named Barbara Brown Taylor says that this dialog between the devil and 

Jesus proves among other things that the devil is biblically literate.  He knows exactly where to find the 

Bible verses he needs to put Jesus to the test, but Jesus knows more than what the Bible says.  Jesus 
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knows how to do what the Bible says, which is how he passes his wilderness exam.  

 Have you ever been to the wilderness?  I don’t mean to desert places like the Mojave, the 

Badlands or Death Valley, although some of you may have visited those places.  No, I’m talking about 

the wilderness places in your life and my guess is that most of us have been there.  Maybe your 

wilderness looked like a doctor’s office as you prepared to hear a diagnosis. Perhaps it was the time 

you had to pack up your belongings because you were getting divorced or because you had to move 

to another place and leave your beloved home and friends behind.  Maybe it was the time you felt 

really down in the dumps because nobody liked you or wanted to be your friend. Or perhaps it was the 

day you lost your job or the day a loved one died. 

The wilderness can be a very hard and painful place, and it can come in so many shapes and 

sizes.  Bev Kaczmarski and Pastor Blake created a wilderness look in our sanctuary for this Lenten 

season, so that we can reflect on the ways in which our lives are sometimes wilderness experiences.  

The thing about wildernesses though is that the only way we can tell we’re in one is when you look 

around for what usually keeps you going and you come up empty, like the sands of a desert. 

None of us would choose to be in the wilderness if we could help it, well at least most of us 

wouldn’t. In fact, we spend a lot of time and money trying to stay out of the wilderness.  We don’t want 

to be in those places over which we have no control, and we’ll do our very best to run from them, eat 

over them, drink over them, you name your own particular method of keeping you out of the spiritual 

desert. But hardly anyone really succeeds at doing so. Eventually every one of us will take our own 

wilderness tests to discover who we are, whose we are and what our lives are really about. 
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 Jesus’ time in the wilderness honed his identity as the beloved Son of God.  It helped him 

prepare for his ministry in ways that he might not have been able to had he not been led there, for it 

taught him to trust God completely and solely.  It was God’s Spirit that had claimed him in his baptism, 

God’s Spirit that sustained him in the wilderness, and it would be God’s Spirit that would encourage 

and support him through the wild and wondrous three years in which he did his ministry. 

 What sustains you in the wilderness times of your lives sisters and brothers?  Jesus got his 

strength to resist the devil from the very word of God!  He turned to God in Scripture, and the Word 

became not only his sword, but his shield.  In each encounter with Satan, Jesus was able to stand firm 

by holding onto God’s promise as it was written in God’s word.  

 We can withstand the throes and temptations of the devil too, no matter how the demonic 

shows up in our lives. And one of the best ways of doing so is by keeping ourselves grounded in the 

Word of God.  For some of us this Word will come through the stirrings of the heart as we listen to 

sacred music or a sermon. For others our strength for the journey will come in daily devotions.  For still 

others of us it will be receiving the visible word of God’s love in our hands when we come to Holy 

Communion that will give us courage to get through the wilderness times. You see, the truth is, that if 

we want to follow Jesus all the way to the cross then we need the kind of perseverance that is found 

and strengthened only in the wilderness. 

We began our Lenten journey to the cross on Ash Wednesday.  "Lent," comes from an English 

word that means "spring".  But it’s not just a reference to the crocuses that will be pushing their way 

out of the ground (hopefully in the next week or so). In this season before Easter, Lent also refers to 

the greening of the human soul.  Again, Barbara Brown Taylor has a great way of describing it.   



 5 

She says Lent is the time that the soul is “pruned with repentance, fertilized with fasting, spritzed with 

self-appraisal, and mulched with prayer.”  What wonderful images of the discipline of Lent!   

 During this Lenten season, and throughout our life’s journeys, I pray that we will strengthen our 

commitment to turn to and learn from Jesus, for he is the Word made flesh.  And he is always there to 

sustain us in our weakness and to give us the courage we need to resist anyone or anything that tries 

to lead us away from God.  

When I was a child our senior choir sang a spiritual that I’ve always remembered. But believe it 

or not, it was just this week as I was preparing this sermon that I made the connection between the 

spiritual and our Gospel.  It goes like this: 

“Tell me, how did you feel when you come out the wilderness, come out the wilderness, 
come out (the wilderness). 

Tell me, how did you feel when you come out the wilderness, leaning on the Lord. 
Refrain: I am leaning on the Lord, I am leaning on his word.  

I am leaning on the Lord who died on Calvary. 
 

Did your soul feel happy when you come out the wilderness, come out the wilderness,  
come out (the wilderness). 

Did your soul feel happy when you come, come out the wilderness, leaning on the Lord.  
Refrain: I am leaning on the Lord, I am leaning on his word.  

I am leaning on the Lord who died on Calvary. 
 

I pray that our souls will feel happy when we come out of our Lenten wilderness and celebrate the joys 

of Easter that await us.  Until then, trust in the Lord, he’s never failed us yet.  Amen.  

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 

 
 


