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4Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3The tempter came and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.’ 4But he answered, ‘It is written, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” ’ 5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, “He will command his angels concerning you”, and “On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’   7Jesus said to him, ‘Again it is written, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” ’  8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 9and he said to him, ‘All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.’ 10Jesus said to him, ‘Away with you, Satan! for it is written, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” ’  11Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.
Trust and Obey

According to Jesus in the scriptures, it is good to fast – but if we do we aren’t supposed to let anyone know about it.  Well, I apologize to Jesus, because I am about to talk about my fasting experience earlier this week.  On Ash Wednesday, I fasted.  I did not eat anything from after dinner on Tuesday until breakfast on Thursday morning.  That’s not the point of the story and I don't say that to impress you – only to inform you of the guidelines of my fasting.  Now I have fasted many times before in the past – but not so much in the last few years; so approaching it I was a little anxious – just the normal worries.  But I have fasted before, so I felt confident in my ability to do it.  As I was preparing for it, I found myself convincing myself it would be ok, that I had the strength to do it – that I could “will” myself through the time of fasting.  I had myself all psyched up and prepared.  In the past this is the method I have used and I have always “made it.”  So, a big part of me knew I could push myself and I had the capability to not eat for the fast.

Well, a funny thing happened on the way to the fast.  In the midst of my getting ready to do it I was also reading and studying our passage for today, in which we see Jesus himself fast for 40 days.  As I studied the passage I began to understand more fully what Jesus was doing – and what God was doing.  And I began to see how foolish and off base my “fasting” was.  My “fasting” was about not eating, and how I could force myself not to eat for a period of time.  My fasting was more like skipping a few meals than a spiritual exercise designed to bring me closer to God.  But for Jesus his fast was different.  His fast was this incredible spiritual journey and experience where he drew closer to God.  I feel like Jesus was trying to accomplish something spiritual with his fast.  You see, while Jesus was in that desert fasting and being tempted, I believe that the key question for him was how committed to God he was and the key objective for him was to learn to trust and obey God.  So, once that sunk into my head and heart, I rethought my plan.  I decided that my fast on Ash Wednesday would have the same purposes as Jesus did – it would help me answer these questions: how committed to God am I am, and how much do I trust him?  

With that at the heart of my experience, I decided my fast would not be about my “manning up” and not eating.  My fasting would be an experience where I would re-commit to God and place total trust in God to sustain me through the experience.  It would no longer be “I can do it” but instead “I can trust in God to fulfill, strengthen and sustain me.”  My fast was now a spiritual experience.  Ironically, the testing of the plan to place my trust only in God started that morning as I got ready to leave the house and come here to work.  I knew that with the Ash Wednesday service I would be here the whole day and I wouldn't get home until late.  In my mind that was a problem because what if I did get too hungry?  The Ash Wednesday service is very important to me and I began to worry about what if by that point I was too hungry and not feeling great and maybe my mind was off – I wouldn’t want to mess up the service.  So I decided to pack up some left-over pizza to bring with me – just in case.  But, the whole time I was packing it I was having this huge spiritual struggle: should I be bringing food?  If I were fully trusting in God to sustain me, why would I need food?  If I trusted God to give me what I needed to get through the day and the work why did I need a backup plan?  So immediately I had to answer the primary question in my quest: do I really trust God?  With that in mind, I stopped what I was doing, focused on God, placed my trust in him, and put the pizza back in the refrigerator.  While it may seem small, that was a huge step for me. I now had no safety net.  I had a lot of work ahead of me, an important night service, and no food to sustain me.  But, I did have God.

I won't bore you with all the details of the whole day, but I will tell you it was a massive struggle.  Not having fasted in a while, I had forgotten how hard it was.  By just after lunchtime, I was hungry, I was out of sync and rhythm, my head got a little mixed up/unclear.  But I had much to do, so I keep trusting in God to sustain me and bring clarity to my mind – and he did.  The day went fine.  But about 5:30 or 6:00, I was feeling really bad.  I was extremely tired, my head ached, my thoughts were scattered – and I was feeling the pressure of the Ash Wednesday service coming up quickly.  I started to panic – I couldn’t remember what I wanted to do or say for the service – what my message was – and that was frustrating because this service is so so important to me.  Then, as I was walking around the church putting together the finishing touches, making the ashes, I stopped as I walked down the hall.  And I returned to the Lord.  I stopped in the middle of the hall and called on God to help me – I reminded him that I was trying really hard to trust and obey him and that I had the service coming up and it really was for him and that if he wanted it to go well, he had better do something to shore me up and sustain me.  Then I continued about my business.  With that simple conversation, with my returning to the Lord and fully trusting him, I was able to let go of my worries and all the pressure and simply trust that God would take care of everything and all I had to do was trust and obey.  And I believe it worked – and I believe the service went well and I was able to convey the message God had intended for us to hear that night.

Sisters and brothers, I share this story with you because by practicing this spiritual discipline I was able to take my journey of being a follower of Jesus to a better place – a place of deeper connection to God through trusting in him more fully.  Not fully, but more fully.  Looking back, I can honestly say that I needed I needed to be more faithful – to trust in God more.  Over the years I have generally trusted in myself more than in God.  Through this experience though, I am better able to place my life, my decisions, my present and my future in God’s hand and simply do my best to trust and obey where he leads.  Because friends, that is, in my opinion, the heart and soul of being a person of faith: do you trust God?  Are you willing to place all of your life in God’s hands?

Now when I say this I am in no way, shape, or form comparing myself to Jesus.  But I believe my experience was similar to what Jesus’s experience was.  I believe that in his desert experience, which comes right after God declares Jesus his son and before Jesus begins his ministry, it was important for Jesus to fully confirm his faith in God and learn how to trust in God.  I don't think this is heretical, but I think Jesus grew through that desert experience; I think his trust in God was made even deeper through his fasting and prayer and by choosing to not using his powers of being God Incarnate to feed his body or his ego.  By denying the opportunities the Satan offered him, Jesus put total trust in God to meet his needs and sustain him.  And it worked, because look at the rest of his life – he learned to trust God so much that in his life he did everything God asked of him – no matter how difficult or dangerous.  And by putting full trust in God, he made the ultimate sacrifice to secure our eternal salvation through dying on the cross and trusting God to honor that sacrifice.


Friends, in the desert Jesus learned to fully trust God.  That’s so fantastic.  And his trust paid huge dividends for him and for the people around him.  But what about you?  Where is your trust level in God right now?  If you were really honest, just how much do you trust God?  Well, however you answered that question, I know we all still need to work on that.  To me, that is the beauty of Lent – the season we are in right now.  This is the opportunity as individuals and as a congregation to work on our relationship with God.  Lent is an intentional time, modeled after Jesus’ time in the desert, for us to practice different disciplines and experiences and events and learn to know, trust and obey God better.  The benefit of doing that is so amazing – to be closer to God, to be more trusting of him makes life so much better.  Being close to God, like Jesus was in that desert, makes every moment more “doable” and makes the people around you more loveable.  So I am encouraging you, I am challenging you, this Lenten season – take intentional time and energy and invest in your relationship with God – just like Jesus did in the desert.  There are so many things you can do.  Earlier this week I sent out something with a list of suggestions – I also have hard copies of that document for you would like.  Read through it and do something every day – things that bring you closer to trusting and obeying God – because those things will provide for a richer, deeper life – one that is beautiful and filled with peace, the shalom of God in Christ.  Accept the challenge, and see what happens – just like Jesus.  Thanks be to God, Amen.
