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As I hope you're aware by now, our congregation will be 
celebrating our fortieth anniversary this summer. And as we started 
talking about this celebration, one of the questions that came up is, 
“Why celebrate forty years?” We did have a big celebration for the 
twenty-fifth anniversary. But we didn't do much when the church 
turned thirty or thirty-five. What's so special about forty?

There are at least a couple of reasons that we as pastors thought
it would be good for us to celebrate a fortieth anniversary. First, 
there's a very practical consideration. We are fortunate to have 
several of the founding members of Manhattan Mennonite who are 
still very active in the congregation. And there are other charter 
members in other communities who we think are interested in coming
back to visit. But let's face it: we're all getting older. And while we 
very much hope that everyone will still be in good health in ten years,
there's really no guarantee of that. So let's celebrate while we are still
able to enjoy all these folks with us.

There's also another reason that is more theological in nature. 
And that is that forty is a very significant number in the Bible. During 
the great flood, the rain fell for forty days and forty nights.(Genesis 
7:12) Moses spent forty years tending his father-in-law's flock in the 
desert (Acts 7:30), and another forty years shepherding the Israelites
through the wilderness.(Joshua 5:6) A number of judges and kings 
each ruled for forty years as well. (Judges 5:31; 1 Kings 2:11; 2 
Kings 12:1) And the prophet Ezekiel once spent forty days lying on his
right side as a prophetic enactment of the judgment against 
Jerusalem.(Ezekiel 4:6)

It's not just the Bible that places such significance on the 
number forty, either. Muhammad and Buddha are both reported to 
have spent forty days fasting and meditating. Hinduism has a number
of prayers that consist of forty stanzas each. And the ancient Egyptian
believed that it took forty days after death for the soul to be 
completely free of the body. So they spent forty days to complete the 
embalming process that created mummies.

Given how common the number forty shows up in all these texts 
and belief systems, the conclusion that many people have come to is 
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that it doesn't always mean exactly forty. It could have been thirty-
seven or forty-six or some number like that. Forty is frequently used 
simply to mean “a lot.” In the Wikipedia article on the number forty, 
there's a line that states “The number 40 is used . . . to represent a 
large, approximate number, similar to "umpteen".”

It sounds a lot more poetic, though, to say that it rained for forty
days and forty nights than to say it rained umpteen days—or that it 
rained a really long time. And when we read in the Bible about a 
period of forty years, that really represents a generation. Our Old 
Testament text today, for example, refers to the forty years that the 
Israelites spent in the wilderness. This represents the time that it took
for everyone who remembered living in Egypt to die off. So, with only 
a couple of notable exceptions, those entering the Promised Land 
represent an entirely new generation from the one that left Egypt.

We find ourselves now in this season of Lent—a season that 
spans forty days. Actually, of course, it's not exactly forty days. From 
Ash Wednesday to Easter is forty-six days. We have to leave out all 
the Sundays in Lent to actually come up with forty. So as we mark 
these forty days in the fortieth year of our congregation, we've 
decided to spend the season exploring a number of the forty-day 
periods featured in the Bible. Each week will feature a different text 
about something that occurred over a period of forty days, and will 
explore some of the various themes of these experiences.

The forty-day period that is most commonly associated with Lent
is the forty days that Jesus spent in the wilderness, as recorded in our
New Testament reading this morning. This time is typical of many of 
the forty-day periods mentioned in the Bible in that it is a time of 
testing and preparation. Matthew, Mark and Luke all report that this 
period comes immediately following Jesus' baptism by John. In fact, 
the two verses immediately prior to our passage today report that 
God' Spirit descended on Jesus like a dove when he was baptized. And
he heard a heavenly voice declaring, “This is my Son, the Beloved, 
with whom I am well pleased.”(Matthew 3:16-17)

It is that same Spirit, then, that in our opening verse this 
morning leads Jesus up into the wilderness. Mark is much more 
forceful in his account, declaring that “the Spirit immediately drove 
him out into the wilderness.”(Mark 1:12) And Matthew tells us quite 
plainly that the purpose of this time in the desert is “to be tempted by
the devil.”(v. 1)
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The gospels don't give a lot of details about what all went on 
during this time. We know simply that during these 40 days Jesus 
fasted, a discipline which is typically accompanied by prayer. But it is 
not the conversations that Jesus has with God which are recorded for 
us. Rather it is his interactions with the devil that have been 
preserved and passed on. Luke and Matthew each tell of three 
different temptations that Jesus encounters during his forty-day 
wilderness experience. Jesus is tempted to turn stones to bread (v. 
3), to fling himself off of the pinnacle of the temple,(v. 5-6) and to 
take control of “all the kingdoms of the world.”(v. 8-9)

At their root, however, these three temptations are really just 
three variations on a single theme: a temptation for power. Turning 
the numerous stones around him into bread is not a temptation 
merely to feed himself, but to gain economic power by becoming a 
philanthropist who gives people what they want. Throwing himself 
from the highest point in the temple is a temptation to grab religious 
power by wowing the worshipers and proving that he is the Messiah. 
And ruling over the kingdoms of the world is clearly a temptation to 
achieve political power. 

So Jesus' temptation in the wilderness is really a test to take 
control of his environment—to force his will on God's Creation, to 
become a conqueror rather than a servant. I don't know about you, 
but that's a temptation that I can certainly relate to. The personal 
choices I make can have social, political and religious impact well 
beyond my own household just as Jesus' choices did. I am often 
tempted to use my power to force an outcome that I desire. I am 
often tempted to rely on my privilege to get what I think is best.

And that's not necessarily always bad. Indeed, later on we do 
see Jesus doing some of the very things he refuses to do during his 
time of trial in the wilderness. He does supply a large amount of 
bread to hungry people in a deserted place.(Matthew 14:14-21) He 
does assert his power and authority in the temple by overturning 
tables and chasing out the money-changers.(Matthew 21:12-14) So it
is possible to use one's power for good. But knowing when and how to
use that power appropriately is not often easy.

The time that Jesus spends in the wilderness is a time to prepare
for the public ministry that lies ahead for him. It is a time for him to 
be tested—to prove how well he is able to discern the appropriate use
of the awesome power that he has. It is a time for him to recognize 
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his complete reliance upon God, who is the real source of power. 
Jesus, of course, is divine himself. He is God incarnate. He is 

Christ the Lord. He is the fullest revelation of the Almighty God ever 
to appear on the face of the earth. But he is also human. He is born 
to a human mother. He experiences human emotions. He grows from 
a human child to a human adult.  And, eventually, he dies a very 
human death. In fact, I would go so far as to say that Jesus is also 
the fullest revelation of what it really means to be human to ever 
appear on the face of the earth.

And part of what he reveals to us is that to be human is to be 
tested. To be human is to be tempted to reach for the divinity that is 
always just beyond our grasp—to strive to become something other 
than what we are meant to be. We see that temptation arising for 
Jesus as he prepares to begin his ministry in today's text. And we see 
it again at the very end of his ministry when, in the Garden of 
Gethsemane, he fervently prays that God might take away the cup of 
death that he is about to drink.(Matthew 26:39-42)
 The real temptation that Jesus faces, in fact, is the temptation 
not to be human. He successfully resists the trial that entices him to 
claim the divine power which he has laid aside. What may be the 
earliest known hymn of the church talks about Jesus' willingness to 
become fully human. The Apostle Paul quotes from this hymn in his 
letter to the Philippians, referring to Jesus as the one “who, though he
was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as 
something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a 
slave, being born in human likeness.”(Philippians 2:6-7)

Jesus' choice to become human reaffirms the goodness of 
humanity as created in the image of God. And through him, we are 
invited to reclaim that same humanity with which we ourselves have 
been gifted. We are invited to reflect the image of God, and to resist 
the temptation to try to become like gods ourselves. 

Trials and testing are not something that most of us look forward
to. But it is through such times of testing that we are able to grow 
and develop into the people that we're meant to be.

Over the past year-and-a-half, I've watched as our daughter, 
Olivia, has made her way through the first couple of years of medical 
school. It is a grueling process. Every four to six weeks, the students 
take a massive test over what they've learned in the past unit. If they
don't get the score they'd like to get, they then take another test over
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the same material a couple of days later. And they have to pass each 
test in order to continue on in their studies. 

Olivia is now in a final course on “Integration and Consolidation” 
that will result in an even more massive eight-hour test later this 
spring over all she's learned so far. Once they pass that test, the 
students will then be allowed to start doing clinical work. In order to 
be licensed, they'll eventually need to pass at least a couple of more 
huge tests, the final one of which takes about sixteen hours spread 
over two days. Needless to say, this is not something that most 
people enjoy or look forward to. But they are willing to undergo this 
arduous regimen in order to reach their goals. And let's be honest. We
don't want doctors who are not well prepared. When we go to visit a 
physician, we have a right to expect that she or he has been 
rigorously tested to make sure they are capable of dealing with 
matters of life and death.

The testing that we face as followers of Jesus is not unlike this 
testing that med students are required to undergo. We certainly do 
not look forward to these tests. Indeed, Jesus taught his disciples to 
pray, “do not bring us to the time of trial.”(Matthew 6:13) But we also
know that we will face these trials. We will be tested. And, like med 
school, if we endure our time of testing we will be able to grow and 
mature and gain the skills to become people that we're meant to be.

At the same time, we also know that we are not alone in our 
testing. For Jesus is with us. He is present as a guide, a model, and a 
companion for whatever we face.  As Jesus successfully resists 
temptation, he relies on a couple of sources to empower and sustain 
him—sources that we are able to draw upon as well.

One of those resources is the Holy Spirit. I've already noted how 
the Spirit descended on him at has baptism and immediately led him 
into the wilderness. But the work of the Spirit doesn't end once Jesus 
arrives in the desert. As one commentator notes, “The Spirit does not 
just "drop him off" in the wilderness to fend for himself; the Spirit 
continues to abide with him, enabling him to grow stronger through 
this season.” (Jeffery L. Tribble Sr., Feasting on the Word – Year C, 
Volume 2) 

It is the presence of God's Spirit that allows Jesus to come to the
decisions he makes. The Spirit gives him clarity of thought and 
clearness of purpose as he wrestles with some very difficult and very 
crucial choices. Presumably through a great deal of prayer and 
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meditation, Jesus maintains contact with God the Father through the 
Holy Spirit. And as our text for today closes, the activity of the Spirit 
can again be seen as Matthew reports that “angels came and waited 
on him.”(v. 11)

Theologian Marcus Borg describes Jesus as “a Spirit-filled person 
through whom the power of Spirit flowed. His relationship to Spirit 
was both the source and energy of the mission which he 
undertook. . . . Jesus' relationship to the world of Spirit is also the key
for understanding the central dimensions of his ministry:  as healer, 
sage, revitalization movement founder, and prophet.”(Jesus: A New 
Vision, pp. 50-51)

In addition to the Holy Spirit, another resource upon which Jesus
relies is scripture. Each of his responses to Satan relies heavily on the
words of scripture. Specifically, each of the quotations he uses to 
refute the devil are taken from Deuteronomy—a book that is rooted in
the experiences of Israel in that nation's 40-year exodus through the 
desert. One of those quotes, of course, comes from our Old 
Testament reading this morning. In this section of Deuteronomy, 
Moses is looking ahead to the end of the forty years, when the people 
will be entering the Promised Land. And he warns them about the 
temptations they will face there. In today's passage, he recognizes 
that they will soon become much more prosperous than they've been.
Once they are settled in the land, they will be able to grow their own 
food and live in permanent houses. No longer will they need to rely on
the manna provided by God in the wilderness. No longer will they 
need to look to the pillar of cloud and fire to guide them from one 
place to the next. 

So Moses urges the people not to forget their time in the 
wilderness—not to forget they ways in which they are dependent on 
God. He declares, “[God] humbled you by letting you hunger, then by 
feeding you with manna, with which neither you nor your ancestors 
were acquainted, in order to make you understand that one does not 
live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of 
the LORD.”(v. 3) Later in the chapter, Moses admonishes them, “Do 
not say to yourself, "My power and the might of my own hand have 
gotten me this wealth." But remember the LORD your God, for it is he
who gives you power to get wealth.”(Deuteronomy 8:17-18)

When Jesus is faced with his own wilderness experience, he 
relies on this wisdom that his ancestors had come to know during 
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their time in the wilderness. He recalls Moses' admonitions against 
trusting in one's own power rather than on the power of God. He is so
grounded in the Bible, God's Word, that he is able to cite relevant 
passages to assist him in his time of testing.

The Bible for Jesus is more than just a book. It's more than a list
of rules and regulations. It's more than a collection of ancient stories 
and wise sayings. The Bible for Jesus is one of the primary ways in 
which God is revealed. It is a guide not only for one's actions, but for 
the shaping of a person's thoughts and character. It is an 
indispensable component in the education and formation of any 
faithful human who seeks to live out their calling as one created in 
God's very image.

We do well, then, to recall the forty days of preparation that 
Jesus had in the wilderness as we prepare to celebrate the forty years
of our congregation's existence, and as we begin our forty day 
journey of Lent: forty days of being nurtured by the Spirit. Forty days 
of immersion in the Word of God. Forty days of discerning the 
boundaries of our own power. Forty days of learning to rely on the 
power of God. Forty days of accepting the limitations of our humanity.
And forty days of celebrating the boundless gift of becoming fully 
human. These are our challenges. These are our blessings. These are 
our opportunities for growth and transformation in these forty days.


