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Matthew 4: 1 – 11

After Fasting Forty Days

A few weeks ago we read about the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry.  We talked about how at some point in his young life Jesus realizes that it is time for him to be about the mission of God, time to begin the ministry God is calling him to.  The first act of Jesus’ ministry is to go to the Jordan River and be baptized by John.  This ritual of cleansing signifies that Jesus is ready to put away his old life and begin a new life as a teacher, healer, and savior.  Jesus’ baptism is the beginning of his journey, but before his ministry can really get going, there is one more thing he must do.  Before he calls his disciples, before he preaches his first sermon, before he heals any sick people or casts out any demons, before his ministry really begins, Jesus is led by the Spirit into the wilderness.

For forty days Jesus fasts in the wilderness.  It is a time of preparation and a time of testing.  The spectacular part of this story is the encounter between Jesus and the devil.  That is the part of this story we would focus on if we were making a movie.  It has excitement, drama, and exotic locations.  It is easy to get caught up in that part of the story.  But as I read this text this week I fascinated with another aspect of this story.  What struck me this week is the reality that before Jesus begins his ministry he goes into the wilderness for a time of preparation.  Our passage this morning comes immediately after Jesus’ baptism, in which Jesus is called to begin his ministry.  In his baptism Jesus has come to understand, perhaps for the first time, just what God is calling him to do and to be.  But Jesus does not move immediately from call to ministry.  Before he begins the work God is calling him to, he devotes himself to a time of preparation.  Jesus goes out into the wilderness and fasts for forty days.  It is Jesus’ baptism that clarifies what God is calling him to do, but before he can actually do it, Jesus needs some time of preparation.

For me this passage is an important reminder that knowing what God is calling us to and actually doing it are two very different things.  It is possible that we can hear the call and see the vision of where God wants us to go and not necessarily be ready to go there.  Even Jesus needed time to get ready for the work God was calling him to.  So why should we think that it would be any different in our lives.  God has a plan for us just like God had a plan for Jesus.  God’s plan for us may not be quite so spectacular, but it is still important.  All of us are called to be a part of God’s mission in the world.  As individuals and as a church there are important things that God is calling us to do and be in the world.  Part of our call is to listen for the voice of God and try to understand how the Spirit wants to use us.  God fills our lives with signs and visions that point us toward our role in God’s mission in the world.  But seeing the vision and hearing the call is only the first step.  Once we begin to get an idea of how God is calling us, then we actually have to do it.  And that is actually the hardest part.  

I am becoming increasingly convinced that most of us know deep inside what God wants us to do.  The signs are there and even if we aren’t ready to admit it, we have a sense of how we are being called.  It is just that most of us are not ready or willing or able to follow our call.  But it is hard to confess that we know what were supposed to do and we just can’t do it.  So instead we pretend like we are still waiting for the call.  We go on year after year praying and wondering what God wants of us, when really we already know our call we just aren’t ready to follow yet.  It is a lot more comfortable pretend we do not know what to do, than it is to admit we know what to do and just don’t have the courage to do it.  But this story about Jesus in the wilderness reminds us that even when we know where God is leading we sometimes need some time of preparation before we are ready to follow.  It is OK to see the vision and not be ready to follow.  Even Jesus needed some time to get ready for what God was calling him to.  But the important thing in this text is that Jesus took the time.  He put the rest of his life on hold and devoted himself to forty days of prayer and fasting.  He submitted to the Spirit and allowed himself to be put to the test in order to be ready for what God had in store for him.  Jesus spent forty days in preparation in order to be able to say yes to God’s call in his life.
This preparation aspect is one part of Jesus’ life and ministry that we don’t talk much about today.  In the church we rarely take seriously the idea that we might have to prepare ourselves in order to be ready to do what God is calling us to do.  We spend a lot of time and energy trying to figure out God’s plan, but not nearly as much time preparing ourselves to say yes when God’s call comes.  When we do this it is the spiritual equivalent of a sports team that spends all its time working on the game plan and figuring out strategy and no time on the practice field preparing to play the game.  In almost any endeavor in life the way we get better is with practice, and practice takes discipline.  For instance, good athletes are not made on the field they are made in the weight room.  Good soldiers are not made on the battlefield they are made in training exercises.  Good teachers are the ones who have the discipline to prepare good lesson plans.  And good cooks spend hours and hours in the kitchen perfecting their recipes.  Anything in life we want to be good at requires practice and discipline.  And the same is true in our spiritual lives.  There are spiritual disciplines in the same way their disciplines in anything else.  There are ways we can prepare ourselves to be ready to follow the call of God in our lives.  And our passage this morning about Jesus in the wilderness is a model for us of what it means to prepare ourselves to God’s call.  Jesus may not have been ready to begin his ministry at his baptism, but he got ready by going into the wilderness and engaging in the spiritual discipline of fasting.  Fasting is a valuable way of focusing attention on God, it can be a powerful discipline of the Christian life.
But fasting has all but disappeared from the church today, along with many other spiritual disciplines.  The culture we live in is one that values the quick fix and the instant answer so there is not much time for discipline.  Disciplines take time and have to be done day in and day out if they are going to be effective.  Many churches today feel like if they talk about disciplines they are going to scare off newcomers who may not want to hear that the spiritual life actually takes work.  But the truth is that following God is largely about discipline.  If we want to be the kind of Christians who follow where God leads then we need to prepare ourselves with spiritual disciplines.  Being a Christian is not just about believing certain things to be true, nor is it about simply being a member of a church.  Christianity is a way of life.  It involves particular practices.  There are certain ways that Christians live in the world, certain disciplines that Christians engage in.  It is the spiritual disciplines that form us into people who are ready and able to follow where God leads.  

Now, some of you may be wondering what I mean when I say spiritual disciplines.  There are many disciplines of the spiritual life, one of which is the fasting we see Jesus doing in this passage.  One of the best books I know about the spiritual life is Celebration of Discipline by Richard Foster.  It is a basic introduction to the disciplines of the Christian faith.  Foster divides the book into sections on the inward disciplines, the outward disciplines, and the corporate disciplines.  He names the inward disciplines as meditation, prayer, fasting, and study; the outward disciplines as simplicity, solitude, submission, and service; and the corporate disciplines as confession, worship, guidance, and celebration.  These are the basic building blocks that help form people of faith into servants who are ready and willing to follow the call of God.  In the opening of the book Foster writes, “The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people.  The classical disciplines of the spiritual life call us to move beyond surface living into the depths.”  When we engage in these disciplines we become deep people.  People who are not only able to hear God’s call in our lives, but are actually able follow it.  Our passage this morning reminds us that Jesus devoted himself to the spiritual life and it was his spiritual practice that empowered him to resist temptation and follow God’s call.
I find it interesting in this passage that the devil does not show up until Jesus has already been praying and fasting for forty days.  It is Jesus’ time of preparation that allows him to resist the lies of the devil.  Much has been said about this encounter between Jesus and the devil and I do not want to focus on it too much this morning.  The most important thing to me about this encounter is that the devil’s primary effort here is to keep Jesus from doing what God is calling him to do.  He is trying to convince Jesus that there is another way, another path he can follow that would be better than the one God has laid out for him.  Jesus is tempted with offers of power and money and worldly success, but ultimately the temptation is that he would do something other than what God is planning for him.  But after forty days of preparation Jesus is ready to say no to this temptation, he is prepared to take on the ministry God is giving him.

In our lives today we are sometimes faced with similar temptations.  There are all kinds of things in our lives that try keep us from what God is calling us to do.  We are easily distracted and confused from God’s call in our lives, and we also often lack the courage to follow where God is leading.  But the way we are able to resist such temptations, the way we can be the people God is calling us to be and do the things God is calling us to do is by preparing ourselves with the disciplines of the spiritual life.  When we allow practices like fasting, prayer, meditation, service, and confession to form us - we are empowered to be the people we are created to be.  As individuals and as a church we are called to be a part of God’s mission in the world, but in order to heed that call we need to take time to prepare.  When we do what Jesus did and set aside time to focus on the disciplines of our spiritual life, then we are prepared to answer the call of God when it comes.  Maybe this morning you feel like to you already know how God is calling you, how God is calling us as a community, or maybe you have no idea.  But either way preparing ourselves now is the best way to be a part of what God is doing in the world.         
Today is the first Sunday in Lent, and Lent is a season of preparation.  This is a wonderful time to devote ourselves to the disciplines of the faith.  As Jesus took forty days in the wilderness to prepare for his call, we too are invited in the next forty days to devote ourselves to the disciplines that will help us to follow where God is leading.  People sometimes think about giving up something for Lent.  But I want to encourage us this year instead of giving something up, to instead take something up for Lent.  To take up a new spiritual discipline that will help shape us into a church that is ready to respond to the call of God.  Now, you do not have to fast for the next forty days, (and please don’t try because it could kill you).  But some amount of fasting during Lent can be a great discipline.  Or you might want choose another discipline.  Perhaps you want to commit to pray for twenty minutes each day during Lent.  Or maybe you want to read the scriptures every morning, or you could focus on one of the outward disciplines like simplicity or service.  A friend told me this week that she once gave up all consumer spending except for food during Lent.  That is the discipline of simplicity at work.  Or maybe you want to commit to some sort of volunteer service in the community at least once each week during Lent.  Or if you feel like you don’t really understand what disciplines are all about you could just commit to read Celebration of Discipline or some other spiritual text over the next few weeks.    
There are all kinds of ways to get in touch with the disciples of the faith during Lent.  The important thing about the disciplines is not that we do them all, but we do something.  It is only when we engage in these disciplines that we grow into the people and the church we are called to be.  The purpose of Lent is for us to set aside time to work on our spiritual lives.  It is the way we prepare to be a part of what God is doing in the world.  It is the way Jesus prepared to follow his call, and we are invited to do the same.  God has a wonderful plan laid out for us in the days ahead; we are all being called to part of God’s mission in the world.  So, let us prepare ourselves in this time in Lent in order to be ready to answer God’s call.  Amen.  
