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Here we are at the first Sunday of Lent, and its theme is Renunciation: not 

giving up something you like and enjoy, like chocolate, but turning from the 

powers of darkness and centering life in God. Lent is a time of preparation to 

renew baptismal vows, as we did last Sunday. Recall the questions that begin 

the ritual:   “Do you renounce Satan and all the spiritual forces of wickedness?” 

“Do you renounce the evil powers of this world?” 

“Do you renounce all sinful desires that draw you from the love of God?” 

 Last Sunday, the final Sunday after Epiphany, the Transfiguration 

witnesses to Jesus--Jesus alone—as a lamp in the darkness. In the end it is 

"Jesus himself alone" who matters (Matthew 17:8). It is enough to have the rule 

of Christ as "as a lamp shining in a dark place" (2 Peter 1:19). The imagery is 

compelling for our world today, now in a season of dismaying darkness that 

awaits a lamp of guidance and assurance. Lent invites us to restored life with 

God, to start again when we come to a failed end. The texts witness to a fresh 

offer of life that is given by God in the life of Jesus. It is a way of life that 

contradicts our usual way. It walks us through self-surrender and relinquishment 

to the surprise of living water, shining light, and lots of love. 
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 From the Genesis story of the Fall of Adam and Eve, through the Psalms 

and Prophets, the gospel stories of Jesus and the letters of Paul, the writers of 

the Bible address the deep, human propensity to live out of sync with God 

through an uncontrolled, almost uncontrollable, desire. Humans are propelled in 

ways that we do not understand to live in willful self-assertion, refusing the 

invitation to be God's partner in the life of the world. As the Genesis story of 

Adam and Eve in the Garden gives dramatic expression to that compulsion, so 

Paul’s letter to the Romans celebrates salvation through Jesus Christ, who alone 

seems able to resist our common human failing. 

 From Marcus Borg, Jesus, pp. 122-24: re Jesus in the wilderness: 

After his baptism, the Spirit that descended on Jesus, drove him into the 

wilderness where he was tested by Satan. This event was briefly described in 

the earliest gospel of Mark: but the phrase “angels came and waited on him” 

echoes the story of Elijah, continuing the association of Jesus, as well as John 

the Baptist, with OT prophet Elijah. The account in Matthew and Luke is longer, 

and adds the important detail that Jesus fasted for the 40 days. Prolonged 

fasting changes the body, the brain, and can produce visions. Jesus experiences 

a vision quest. Jesus has diabolical mystical experiences, not experiences of God 

but of Satan, again, not uncommon. Three visions: the first two begin with a 

conditional clause, “IF you are the Son of God . . .” Recall the vision at his 
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baptism: a voice declared to him, “You are my son, the Beloved.” Satan asks: 

“Really? Then prove it.” Vision one: use your status and power for yourself. 

Vision two: do something spectacular, foolish, confident that God will rescue 

you. Vision three: IF disappears; “all the kingdoms of this world and their 

splendor” can be yours: this is the Imperial temptation, labeled satanic (Emperor 

Nero, numerologically 666, the beast in the Book of Revelation). 

 Did this event happen? Is it historical? That Jesus spent an extended 

period of time alone in the wilderness after his baptism is highly probable. But 

the visions? Mark’s gospel does not record any. Are they based on the actual 

experiences of Jesus? Did he tell others of them? Or are they the creation of 

the early Christian church?  

 The latter is more probable, but the story indicates that the early 

Christians saw Jesus as the kind of person who would have these kinds of 

experience. Perhaps they wanted to present Jesus as a divinely anointed figure 

by attributing visions to him, like Moses and the prophets, like Elijah. But the 

most plausible reason is that Jesus was this kind of person. Jesus’ public 

activity begins with stories of visions. Throughout the rest of the portrayal of 

Jesus, his message and activity are grounded in his experience of the Spirit of 

God. For Jesus, God was an experiential reality and this was central to all that he 

became—and to all that we can become. 

 The temptation in the wilderness exhibits Jesus as the one who has the 
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capacity to resist such tempting desire and so to defeat the elemental force of 

false desires that so occupy and command our world. The route from alienation 

to reconciliation is a path that we travel over and over, a repeated process 

whereby we move from false desires to a shared life with and before God. The 

beauty of the Christian life, of the gospel message, filled as it is with imagery of 

death & resurrection, is that we can begin again, we can be born again and 

again, we can forgive and be forgiven time and time again, 70 times 7— we can 

be renewed seasonally, monthly, weekly, daily, hourly, minute by minute. So 

many passages from the OT and the psalms in particular, talk about living in the 

promised land and in the shelter of the Most High, promise “milk and honey” for 

God’s people. Ps. 32: “Therefore let all who are faithful offer prayer to you; at a 

time of distress, the rush of mighty waters shall not reach them. You are a 

hiding place for me; you preserve me from trouble; you surround me with glad 

cries of deliverance.” In reality, we know God cannot shield us from evil and 

trouble, especially the trouble we get ourselves into, but the imagery in these 

passages reassures us that God’s “steadfast love surrounds those who trust in 

the LORD.” These ancient writers understood the deep processes of alienation 

and reconciliation long before they came to be expressed in modern scientific or 

psychological language. “Be glad in the LORD and rejoice, O righteous, and 

shout for joy, all you upright in heart.” 


