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Rev. Cindy Worthington-Berry 
United Church of Christ, Boxborough 
Matthew 4:1-11 
Where the Wild Things Are 
 
Let us pray… 
 
 
There are no landmarks.  There is no path to follow.  There is no one and 
nothing to show you “the way”.  Just desert, as far as you can see.  No 
trees to give perspective or, even more critical, shade.  No stream to give 
water or direction.  No shelter, no companion, just the unending wilderness.  
The first day it was peaceful.  The second day too.  The fifth day it was a 
good spiritual practice.  The seventh it was an opportunity for self-
discipline.  By the tenth there was despair.  And there were thirty days yet 
to go. 
 
This morning’s text gives us a fantastic, supernatural story with no 
eyewitnesses.  Jesus, freshly baptized, is taken “by the Spirit” into the 
wilderness.  He survives for 40 days without food or water, at which point 
he is tempted by “the devil”.  As one preacher has written, it is a story that 
speaks not to an outside truth, but to an inside truth.  We approach this text 
not to debate whether or not it literally happened, but to explore what 
meaning such a story might have had for its author and early audience, and 
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to discover the significance within the story for the meaning-making in our 
own lives. 
 
The narrative of Jesus in the wilderness is the foundation of the Christian 
season of Lent.  Lent is the 40 days (not including Sundays) leading up to 
Easter; the same length of time Jesus was in the desert.  And as we 
discussed a few weeks ago, Lent traditionally includes acts of self-denial 
such as fasting, mirroring Jesus’ fasting in the desert.  Jesus’ time in the 
wilderness was preparation for his ministry; before he was ready to preach 
and teach and heal others, he had to wrestle his own demons.  For us, 
thousands of years later, Lent can offer us the opportunity to be together in 
the wilderness, and confront our demons. 
 
In the scripture passage, Jesus’ demons are personified as the devil, who 
comes to tempt Jesus.  The devil’s temptation of Jesus is an effort to get 
him to use and abuse the power God has given him.  The devil comes to a 
hungry Jesus and says “I know you’re hungry.  Turn that stone into a loaf of 
bread so you can have something to eat.”  Jesus answers, “Human beings 
do not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of 
God”.  “Okay”, says the devil, “Then how about you throw yourself down 
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from the highest point of the Temple and let God’s angels rescue you.”  
Jesus says, “Nope, it is written that we are not to put God to a test.”  The 
devil tries one more time, “Then how about you worship me, and I’ll give 
you authority over all the kingdoms of the world.”  Jesus refuses, saying “It 
is also written that we are to worship God and serve only God.” 
 
Three times the devil tempts Jesus, three times Jesus refuses.  Each 
refusal is actually a quote from Deuteronomy, a book in the Hebrew 
scriptures that details the laws the children of Israel are to follow in the 
Promised Land.  By quoting what would have been well-known scripture 
passages, the character of Jesus is grounding himself in Jewish tradition, 
and foreshadowing what he will later declare, that his ministry is a 
fulfillment of scripture. 
 
This morning’s scripture story is found in three of the four gospels, Mark 
and Luke along with today’s version from Matthew.  These three gospels 
are known as the “synoptics”, which means “seeing together”, because the 
three present a similar “view” of Jesus.  In Mark the story is just a few lines 
long, but Luke’s version is close to Matthew’s.  For those two texts, this 
passage clarifies for the reader the author’s understanding of the meaning 
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of Jesus as Messiah.  The early Christians believed that Jesus was the 
Messiah, the anointed one, the one sent to earth to bring God’s kindom of 
justice and peace.  But just how that would work was up for debate.  This 
scripture passage points to three ideas about the Messiah, and refutes 
them all. 
 
Some expected a king or a warrior who would overthrow Rome and 
reestablish the kingdom of Israel.  This Messiah would be focused on 
political power.  But Jesus refuses to take command of the kingdoms of the 
world as a declaration that he does not come as a conqueror.   
 
Others looked for a priestly figure to purity the worship of Israel.  This 
Messiah would be focused on religious power.  But Jesus’ unwillingness to 
throw himself off the Temple and let the angels rescue him represents 
Matthew’s belief that Jesus’ focus will not be on purifying worship.   
 
Many early Christians were entranced by the imagery of a “new age” that 
the Messiah would bring in, with fantastic harvests.  This Messiah would be 
focused on the economic power that a harvest represents to an agrarian 
economy.  But Jesus won’t even turn a stone into bread.   
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So Jesus the Messiah isn’t about political power or religious power or 
economic power.   
 
Indeed, for Matthew, Jesus is a Messiah who is absolutely unwilling to 
abuse or misuse his power, even at great cost to himself.  The reader 
supposedly knows that Jesus could do any of these things in a heartbeat, 
but he chooses not to because it would be inappropriate, satisfying to the 
devil, conceding to popular demands.  Instead, Jesus stays grounded in 
God.  He’s hungry, he’s exhausted, he’s got the devil for company, he 
hasn’t had a bath in over a month.  And he stays grounded in God.  It’s 
easy to picture a cocky Jesus tossing off one-liners much to the devil’s 
frustration.  Instead, visualize a Jesus exhausted and starving, with all his 
strength and patience used up, feeling hopeless and depressed.  He utters 
scripture not with an arrogant assurance of God’s power, but as a 
desperate attempt to remind himself of God’s presence.  The wilderness is 
overwhelming, and Jesus stays grounded in God. 
 
Our family has a favorite movie, one we watched over and over when the 
boys were younger.  It is “Madagascar”, the animated film about zoo 
animals who end up in a lemur colony on the island Madagascar:  the 
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original, by the way, not the sequels, definitely not the sequels.  Why we 
like this movie so much, we can’t explain.  It is neither deep nor hip.  But 
we can quote significant portions of dialogue.  At length.  With accents.  
The action of the movie is set in motion when the zebra, Marty, has a mid-
life crises on his tenth birthday.  “Is this all there is?” he wonders, as he 
paces on his treadmill before a mural depicting beautiful, lush open fields.  
He decides he really wants to go to “The Wild”, which he has heard is in 
Connecticut.  Marty leaves the zoo and heads for Grand Central Station, 
and his friends follow shortly thereafter to bring him back.  Of course, things 
go awry, all the animals are caught, they are shipped off to a wildlife 
reserve in Kenya, but the boat is take over by penguins, the animals fall 
overboard, they wind up on a beach that they think is part of the San Diego 
zoo, and the native lemurs inform them that they have arrived in 
Madagascar; they are now in “the wild”!  No cages, no showtimes, but no 
feedings either.  They discover that the wilderness is a place of beauty and 
freedom, but also scarcity and danger.  In “the wild” he who was once your 
best friend now wants to eat you for dinner. 
 
This movie portrays our contradictory conceptions regarding wilderness.  
On the one hand, the wilderness is Eden, pure and unspoiled, peaceful and 
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lush, full of adventure and beauty.  On the other hand, the wilderness is 
chaos, threatening and dangerous, untamed and frightening, full of 
monsters and beasts.  Of course, “the wilderness” is all of this at once; 
what changes is our perception of the woods or the desert or the ocean, 
depending upon whether we are lost or found, in company or alone, well-
supplied or hungry.  Think about it.  Someone says to you, “Hey, how’d you 
like to go off by yourself for forty days?”  In our hectic, overprogrammed 
world this sounds like a spa vacation; we might not take the time to read 
the fine print detailing the lack of room and board.  “The wilderness” is the 
place we go to get away from it all.  But “the wilderness” is also the place 
where we are desperately lost. 
 
That is, after all, why saints and heroes in mythology and religion alike go 
off to “the wilderness”.  This morning’s scripture passage follows perfectly 
the pattern outlined by Joseph Campbell in “Hero with a Thousand Faces”:  
Jesus receives supernatural aid from the Holy Spirit at his baptism (which 
happens right before this reading), then comes the separation from 
civilization to go into the wilderness, a time of testing and trial in the 
wilderness, then reentry into civilization and the discovery of companions 
for the work ahead (right after this passage, Jesus starts gathering 
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disciples).  Not only Jesus, but also Moses, Buddha, Gilgamesh and 
countless other figures in religion and mythology, have gone to the 
wilderness.  They go to be tested, they go to be meditative, they go to be 
alone with their thoughts or their demons or their God.  While they are there 
they face their greatest fears, they meet their shadow selves, they learn 
their deepest lessons, all of which prepare them for some amazing work 
awaiting them on the other side of the wilderness.   
 
And then countless other “regular people” have followed in these heroes 
footsteps.  In some traditions a wilderness experience is part of a coming-
of-age ritual.  The Desert Fathers in Christian tradition lived monastic lives 
in the wilderness and had mystical experiences.  These days we go on 
“Outward Bound” wilderness adventures.  Or fasting-and-yoga retreats at 
Kripalu.  Even therapy, where we face our demons in a 50-minute hour 
before we go back to work.  We actually choose to enter occasions of 
danger and / or self-denial, knowing that in these “wild places” we learn and 
grow and have the potential of gaining great resources of strength or skill or 
patience or energy for our daily lives.  
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Of course, all too often the boundaries of the wilderness break apart and 
“the wild” bursts forth into those daily lives.  Our supervisor calls us into her 
office and we discover that the wilderness of unemployment has taken over 
our life, populating it with the devils of rejection and dejection.  Or we take 
the heroic journey from health to diagnosis and treatment and do battle with 
the devils of surgeries and medications and medical costs before we 
escape out again into what will thereafter pass for “normal” life.  Some of us 
have discovered that we are wandering in our parents’ wilderness, as we 
help them face everything from down-sizing to dementia to death.  Indeed, 
that’s probably why cultures in different times and places tell stories of 
heroes battling demons in the wilderness; this is a reflection of the people’s 
own experiences in symbolic wildernesses, with the demons found within 
ourselves and in our relationships with others. 
 
So the wilderness is real.  And it’s hard.  And it’s lonely.  Who cares what 
we’ll learn there, or how we’ll grow?  We’ve grown quite enough already, 
thank you very much; the last thing we need is another “blessed” growth 
opportunity...  And yet.  The wilderness is holy ground.  It is sacred space.  
In this morning’s scripture passage, it was the Spirit that led Jesus into the 
wilderness.  And it was the angels that came and waited on him when he 
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was done.  These are all words we use to point to that ultimately 
unknowable Presence that is God.  The wilderness…is God territory.  God 
can’t keep us out of the wilderness that life brings, but God can go there 
with us.  God can’t stop the wilderness from breaking into our lives, but 
God can stay as close as our heartbeats.  God can’t battle our demons for 
us, but God can give us just enough courage and strength for the struggle.  
The wilderness that you’re facing right now?  That trouble at work, or in 
your marriage, or with your finances?  That worry about your family or your 
health or your future?  That wilderness.  That’s holy ground.  God is at work 
there.  But it’s hard to recognize that.  When, metaphorically speaking, I’ve 
gone 40 days without food or shelter or a bath, I’m in a mood to smite 
people.  If you’re like me, then in wilderness times it’s much more tempting 
to act out of fear and self-protection and anger rather than staying 
grounded in God.  I’m a bear if I miss lunch, never mind when I’m feeling 
attacked, or if I think someone is being mean to my child, or I’m worried 
about the sequester and gun control.  This whole world is a wilderness 
sometimes.  What’s it going to be?  Are we going to let the devils of this 
world bring out the worst in us, or will we personify something better, 
bigger, higher? 
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There will be a wilderness in your life this week.  Hopefully it won’t last 40 
days or be life-threatening.  Maybe just a conflict at work or a worry at 
home or a disagreement with a neighbor or a worrisome meeting with your 
child’s teacher.  God will be there with you. God will help you listen 
carefully rather than jumping to conclusions.  God will help you ask 
questions that will open up new opportunities.  God will help you hold on to 
hope rather than giving in to despair.  Look for God in that wilderness.  
Listen for God’s voice amidst the noise of your personal demons.  Root 
yourself in God’s ways of love and justice and peace.  This life may be a 
wilderness.  But we are not alone.  Ground yourself in God.  Amen. 


