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Genesis 9:8 - 17 

Psalm 25 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

Mark 1:9 – 15 
 

Baptised into suffering: driven into the wilderness to be tempted by Satan  
 

 

This week a new journey begins.  We have come down from the mount of 

Transfiguration to take our first steps with Jesus on his way to Jerusalem.  The colour 

and the mood has changed.  Purple is a Royal colour, as befits the Beloved Son.  But 

it is also penitential, matching the mood of this season, which takes its cue from the 

wilderness, where the people of Israel were put to the test as they made their journey 

from slavery to freedom.  Testing is the biblical way of talking about suffering.  The 

people of Israel suffered in the Wilderness, and through it learned to know what it 

meant to live, trusting only God.  The 40 days of Lent recalls the 40 years the people 

of Israel spent in the Wilderness.  And Lent remembers Jesus’ 40 days of testing that 

preceded his entry into the ministry ending in the Cross and resurrection. 
 

Mark’s account of the Temptation follows from the Baptism, in which God Jesus was 

named as the Beloved Son.  Once Baptised: the Spirit immediately drove Jesus out 

into the wilderness.  He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he 

was with wild beasts; and the angels waited on him [Mk 1:12-13].  Mark’s account is 

more like a text message than a full-scale letter.  We are not told what enticements 

were involved only that it was a testing forty-day confrontation with Satan.  This is 

what it means to be Baptised and receive the title Beloved Son.  And it happened in 

the same place where in past times the people of God were pushed to the limit.   
 

We have no vow or statement in our Baptism service to honour that a life of faith and 

service given to God includes suffering.  The last thing we would expect is that we 

would begin that way.  Mark tells us that for Jesus the first thing was such a test.  This 

journey into danger and suffering was part of God’s work in him, and it signified 

something about his whole life.  
 

The concept of Satan, like the concept of sin is not popular today, even among 

Christians.  Many Christians tend to think talk of sin and Satan belongs among the 

ultra right wing.  Modern forms of Spirituality tend to lead away from difficult or 

tough themes.  In a world where self-indulgence is the rule, what use is there for 

concepts of sin or even of temptation?  Unpopular though they may be for us now, 

these concepts are faced full on in the biblical tradition and we abandon them at our 

peril.  We must wrestle with them, not to re-engage with “personal devils”, but to find 

ways of understanding what these references to the dark side of humanity mean for 

life as we now know it.   
 

In Mark being “in the wilderness tempted by Satan and among the wild beasts” is like 

code for a cosmic struggle between the forces of life and the powers of death that set 

themselves “over against God”.  For forty days the force for life, and the force against 

life wrestled for supremacy in the man Jesus.  Would he hold to the meaning of his 

Baptism and his calling as the Beloved Son?  Or would he choose another way? 



Isolated and at risk, as he will be later in the Garden of Gethsemane, this was personal 

testing for a social, ecclesiastical and political battle yet to come.  But once he left the 

wilderness for a life of faith in the jungle of church and state relations the question 

would be the same: would he go his own way, or would he continue to live out his 

Baptism even if it meant engaging with principalities and powers opposed to God?  

From the wilderness where he was alone with no other resource but God, Jesus 

emerged to announce: “The time is fulfilled”.  The victory of grace in him was 

complete, and the possibility of grace for all had begun to dawn in the world, offering 

a whole new approach to life.  
 

This may seem far off, but there are those who have seen what Jesus’ choice meant 

for life in our time and place.  In his struggle with the forces of light and darkness in 

the time of Nazi Germany Bonhoeffer saw that if Christian people were going to be 

true to their calling it may create a real break in their life, and set them on a path they 

may have to consistently revisit and choose to follow afresh for the rest of their lives.   

He said Christians had to recognise that the message of the Bible, which they took as 

their source of comfort, also had to be read as speaking against them and their 

situation.  His context was that instead of listening with deep understanding to its 

message, people had come to prefer their own ideas more and laid them over the 

biblical meaning.  In such a situation if people really listened to the Gospel it would 

constantly challenge where they stood.  Bonhoeffer could see that the powers at work 

around him had created a situation where the church that was recognised as Church 

was actually a fraud.  Even Martin Luther had been co-opted for purposes far 

removed from the faith and values he stood for, and the idea that Jesus was a Jew had 

little currency.  This was a time of testing for the church. Bonhoeffer saw that this was 

a time in which faithfulness to the Gospel would come to be seen as treachery, and 

fraudulent worship of God would be seen as faithfulness.   
 

As time went on he saw that resisting the powers at work was going to cost a lot 

more, and that not many would be willing to pay the price of answering the question: 

what does it mean to follow Jesus now?  What he prayed for and looked for were 

people who were willing to accept: “simply suffering through it, simply suffering… 

not parries or blows… but simply suffering through in faith” [F Schlingensiepen, 

Bonhoeffer…, p 92-3, p 198, p 206].  Luther said suffering is a mark of the Church 

and Bonhoeffer had found what that meant for his time. 
  
The Lenten season is a time when we are challenged to renew our call to follow 

Christ.  To pause and examine what it means that we are who we are, and what it 

means to follow Jesus in our time and place.  We don’t think of ourselves in anything 

like the dramatic circumstances in which Bonhoeffer found himself.  But there have 

been a surprising number of times in the past 8 months when it has seemed a bit like a 

wilderness experience and it has been important to ask similar questions to the ones 

he brought to the surface.  We have been roused out of our easy-going ways to 

become aware of the darker side of life that has had the capacity to cast its shadow on 

us from unexpected places.  We might not think this period was a “test” deliberately 

sent to us by God.  But it has tested us.  We have been caused to ask: what do we 

mean by love and justice?  And what is sin?  What does it mean that vengeance 

belongs to God, not us?  At the beginning of Lent it is good to recognise we have had 

to face some of the questions the season asks us to confront.  Perhaps we are already 

on our way towards a fruitful journey. 



We began worship today by singing Wesley’s hymn to “God’s everlasting, 

undistinguishing regard” that was cast on Adam’s fallen race.  We began with grace.  

It is good to see that the Spirit drove Jesus out into the wilderness.  Angels waited on 

him there.  He did not make the journey alone.  Nor did the people of Israel before 

him.  He, and the prophets and the people, found nourishment where they expected to 

starve to death, physically and spiritually.  In reality the journey began with the grace.  

It continued in grace and it ended in grace.  But grace did not eliminate the suffering.  

Its gifts were found in that place where no one wants to go.  Such is the power of the 

living God.  And in this strength do we walk the way of Lent 

 

 

*** 

 


