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Sermon – March 13, 2011 

“Tempted to Live in the Dark” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Matthew 4:1-11 

 The season of Lent always begins with Jesus sitting in the wilderness with the 

tempter.  As soon as he came up out of the River Jordan, the dove that landed on 

him took off, guiding him into the desert.  The Spirit led him away from the river 

into the wilderness with the voice of God still echoing off the hills, “This is my 

Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased,”  his hair still dripping from the 

water of his baptism.   

What was yet to be brought into the light was what did all of this mean?  Just 

what was this beloved son going to do?  What would he stand for?  What would he 

oppose?  What would he say?  Did God give him special super-hero powers and 

would he use them?  Or would he make do with the standard human ability 

package?  No one knew anything yet.  Maybe Jesus didn’t even know…yet.   

He had been anointed by God at the river, but his ministry had not begun.  He 

was in the wilderness.  There were some things to be settled, to be brought into the 

light.  There was some testing to be done.  What is interesting is who gave the test.  

It wasn’t God.  It was the devil.  Jesus didn’t wander into the desert by taking a 

wrong turn.  He was led there by the Spirit.  As if God and the devil had this 

strange kind of partnership.   

And the tests were administered at the end of a forty day fast when Jesus was 

starving.  The tempter watched for opportunity.  And opportunity was prime in 

times of weakness, hunger, exhaustion, and loneliness.  Forty days in the 

wilderness, surely Jesus was vulnerable.  And where was God?  Jesus was stranded 

in the desert with the devil on his back.  Couldn’t God have sent out a search and 

rescue team?  Or at least a raven with some bread?   
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I wonder about this time for Jesus.  He had just come from the assurance of his 

baptism where the sky had broken open and God was so right there speaking out 

loud how much Jesus was loved.  And the people who witnessed this must have 

thought they had died and gone to heaven!  Here was the answer to all their prayers 

right in front of them.   

Except the scene shifted from one of glory to one of darkness—the night shift--  

a long, lonely, hungry time in the wilderness.  For forty days and forty nights there 

was no sign of God anywhere.  The sky stayed shut.  There were no doves and no 

reassuring voice from heaven.  There was only Jesus, the desert, and the devil. 

We know the story pretty well.  We have heard it before.  The important thing 

to notice is what was on the devil’s test.  First he tempted Jesus to practice magic: 

Turn those stones into bread.  Next he tempted Jesus to call on God for special 

protection: Throw yourself down from a pinnacle of the temple and let the angels 

catch you.  And the third test was: Take over the world and worship me. 

This devil was so clever and knew Jesus really well.  He was saying, Jesus 

deserved better than this walk in the wilderness.  Jesus deserved better than the 

night shift.  Jesus deserved food at the snap of his fingers.  Jesus deserved the 

protection of God’s angels.  Jesus deserved all the power in the world and to not be 

subject to anyone.  So, the devil said to Jesus, if God cannot do better for his own 

beloved son, then maybe, just maybe, Jesus should started shopping around for 

another God.  And Jesus was sorely tempted!  This was not a piece of cake walk in 

the wilderness.  The devil gave him the opportunity to rise above the hunger, the 

danger, the helplessness of the human condition and seize something better for 

himself, and not just for himself either, for all those he would rule over.  Imagine 

all the good Jesus could have done as president of the whole world.  After all, he 

was the Son of God. 

And then we find out just what it really means for Jesus to be the son of God.  

Jesus proved who he was not by seizing power, but by turning it down.  God’s 

beloved would not perform magic.  He would not ask for special protection.  He 

would not seek political power.  To everyone’s surprise and dismay, he would 

remain human, accepting all the usual risks and limitations of that condition.  

Because this is not just a story about the identity, the mission, the life purpose of 

Jesus.  It is a story about us, too.  It is about those times in our lives when we are 

tempted to rise above our humanness, when we believe we deserve bigger and 

better, when we think we should have more than what we have.  And these 

thoughts go through our heads, “If you are a child of God, shouldn’t things be 

going a little smoother for you?  Shouldn’t you be richer and safer and more 

secure?”  And this story tells us that if Jesus can tell the devil to get off his back, so 
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can we.   Jesus said,  “Go back to hell, Satan!  I would rather be a hungry child of 

God than a well-fed player on your team!  Leave me alone!”  And then you and 

Jesus turn and walk home, a long walk home.  And chances are very good, on that 

walk back to being your fully human self, you will hear another voice in your head, 

ten thousand times more beautiful and genuine than the first voice.  A voice full of 

light saying, “This is my beloved child, in whom I am well pleased.” 

“A Long Walk Home” is our movie of the week during our Lenten series.  We 

are showing it here on Tuesday night at 7 p.m.  If you come at 6:30 p.m. there will 

be a light supper for you.  The movie is not necessary to watch for you to get the 

message of our Lenten series; but it will most definitely enhance the message, so I 

hope you can come Tuesday, or find another way to watch the movie.  (That’s my 

commercial break.)   

“The Long Walk Home” is about the beginnings of an enormous cultural shift 

in our country.  It is set in the 50’s, in the deep south, in Montgomery, Alabama.  It 

is about two families affected by the bus boycott and the historical beginnings of 

the civil rights movement, a black family and a white family.  “The Long Walk 

Home” is literally about the long walk between two family’s homes.   During the 

bus boycott, the white family’s black maid refused to ride a segregated bus to her 

place of work, 9 miles from her home.  It took her hours to make that walk.  She 

wore out her shoes and got blisters on her feet from walking between the two 

homes.  It would have been so much easier to ride the bus and I am sure she was 

tempted especially when she was tired, hungry, and her feet hurt.  She chose the 

long walk home.  A shift happens in the movie.  A relationship happens between 

the mothers in the separate homes.  And in that shift there is difficulty, pain, fear, 

danger, judgment, loneliness.  It’s another long walk home between white and 

black, between poor and rich, between integration and segregation.  This walk 

home is full of obstacles—racism, stereotypes, resistance to change, entrenched 

belief systems, closed hearts and minds, intolerance, the dark side of our human 

nature, an unwillingness to see, an unwillingness to even wake up.  Yet, one 

woman started opening her eyes, just a little, to a need that she saw and she started 

making a shift in her life, secretly at first, fearfully.  It is a powerful and very 

human story of relationship and courage and change. 

Now, the temptation in looking at this film is to say to ourselves, look at how 

much we have changed.  We are so living in the light.  We are so much better than 

we were then as a people and a nation.  And we have made changes.  However, 

this film is also about us today.  We are still on that long walk toward home 

because we are still tempted to believe we can rise above our humanness rather 

than sinking into it and embracing it.  We are still tempted to show the world we 

have the power and the answers, all in the name of freedom and security.  And the 
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division and destruction goes on.  We still rely on stereotypes and distance 

ourselves from the real person when we put people in a category.   

We live in a world where the shift still needs to happen and it starts with facing 

the tempter inside each of us, just as Jesus did.  We each have a tempter.  I call it 

my saboteur.  It is the narrator inside my head who tries to tell me who I should be.  

This tempter defines and interprets my existence in a way that squelches me, 

makes me feel bad, convincing me to live in my past and worry obsessively about 

my future.  And in times of change, when things are truly shifting, then that 

saboteur shows up loud and clear.  No wonder the tempter showed up  right after 

the baptism of Jesus.  You will see the tempter show up in all kinds of ways in the 

film, “The Long Walk Home.”   

So, the first step in dealing with the devil on your back is to simply notice.  Be 

conscious of the narrator in your head telling you who you are suppose to be, often 

a critical voice.  If you hear the word “should” a lot in the narration, it is probably 

your tempter talking to you.  Simply notice and be aware and pay attention.  Stay 

away from analyzing and interpreting and thinking about what is going on.  Just 

notice.  That is the first step---awareness.  And it is a powerful step into the light.   

Jesus was fully aware of what was going on in his wilderness.  Jesus had a 

short, clear response to each test in the wilderness and then sent the devil packing, 

“Away with you, Satan.”  And the devil left, and did you hear what happened after 

that?  The angels showed up.   

Awareness is a tool.  Be aware of your thoughts, yes.  Also be aware of your 

physical environment, use all your senses to stay in touch with what is real and 

what is happening in the present.  The devil was tempting Jesus with a fantasy 

world of magic and safety and power.  Jesus chose reality and human relationship.  

Jesus chose his humanity.   

Shift happens when awareness happens.  That is the first step to waking up, to 

coming out of the night shift to the day shift, to choosing the light over the 

darkness.  Being aware is a tool for knowing the difference between night and day, 

light and darkness.  Jesus clearly knew who was speaking to him in the wilderness 

and it wasn’t the same voice he heard at his baptism.  It was a voice prodding him 

to be someone other than who he was.  You can be more, you deserve more, you 

can have power, you can be God, if only...the voice of the tempter said.  And the 

shift for Jesus happened when he clearly chose to be human, believing the voice of 

his baptism, believing what was already true, that he was God’s beloved.  

That is what is true for us as well.  The heavens have opened up for us and a 

voice has said already, you are my beloved with whom I am pleased.  You are 
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loved by God, right now.  Awareness is the first step to making the shift into living 

our lives fully human and with the abundance we already have.  So, tell that devil 

to get off your back.  We are on God’s team.  Thanks be to God!   

Amen.          

Setting the Scene: 

 

We have gathered to pray, because sometimes that is all we can do. 

We have gathered to be together, because it assures us we are not alone. 

We have gathered to sing, because music helps us and stirs our hearts. 

We have gathered to do what we can, which sometimes doesn’t feel like 

enough, especially after a week like this one. 

 

“Shift Happens” is our theme during Lent and sometimes the earth shifts like 

it did this last week.  What happened on the other side of the world affects us on 

this side of the world.  It is our human journey to connect with one another and 

with God.  It is our walk through life.  And it can be a long, hard walk.  We gather 

because we want to feel once again, that we do not walk alone.  We do not walk 

alone.  Let us rise and say hello to those who walk with us. 

 

Prayer: 

 

Holy, gracious, loving, merciful God,  the earth shifts and all of us are 

affected.  We feel the shift and respond in our different ways and it reminds us of 

so much.  May we be aware of what is happening in us and around us.  May we 

take care of ourselves and respond to this disaster with our prayers and our gifts 

and in the way we live our lives today—with intention, in relationship with others, 

saying what we need to say now, doing what we need to do now.  Life is short and 

fragile and precious, O God.  And the ripples of this disaster affects us all…and 

may it be in ways that are positive, O God, let the shift in our lives toward you and 

toward others happen, with purpose, with hope, with love.   

 

We know the temptation to stay the same.  We know the temptation to let fear 

run our life.  We know the temptation to live in the dark.  We know the temptation 

to avoid the dark.  We know the temptation to not walk through the darkness.  We 

know and you know, O God.  So lead us through this valley and lead us home, 

even if the walk is long, even if our feet hurt.  Lead us home, O God.  Lead us 

home.   

 

You have heard our joys…we have rejoiced together.  You have heard our 

concerns, and we have offered them to you.  Take our silence also.  Take what is 

heavy in our hearts and wrap your loving arms around us and the whole world, O 

God.  In your mercy, we pray, as Jesus prays..., Our Father… 


