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February 18, 2018 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

Mark 1:9-15    Following into the Wilderness 

 

Right after his baptism, Jesus went into the wilderness. In the 

wilderness, he was tempted by the devil. In the wilderness, he was 

surrounded by wild beasts. In the wilderness, he was waited on by 

angels. For forty days Jesus was in that wilderness. 

Jesus arrived in the wilderness right after his baptism. Right after that 

beautiful moment of baptism when he came up out of the River Jordan 

and God’s Spirit flooded over him. And a voice from heaven called him 

God’s beloved son. “With you,” God said, “with YOU I am well 

pleased.” And after that beautiful moment, anointed by the Spirit, you’d 

think Jesus would set out immediately to plant his church and inspire his 

disciples and change the world. But instead, awash in the Spirit, Jesus 

went into the wilderness for 40 days. He went to a place that was Spirit-

less. That was lifeless. Where he was weak and vulnerable. Where he 

would face temptation and trial. Where he would have to wrestle with 

his faith; and discover that faith is not just knowing ABOUT God. Faith 

is knowing that you are in need of God. And that’s what this season of 
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Lent is about; these six weeks before Easter, they are a kind of 

wilderness. Where we enter the desolate places of our lives. And face 

the temptations within and the wild beasts without. In our wilderness, we 

admit that we are vulnerable and that we too are in need of God. 

Jesus goes into that wilderness. And he goes into it right after his 

baptism. It says in our text that he is driven out by the Spirit into the 

wilderness. The word for driven out in Greek is ‘ekballo’. It means to 

expel or cast out. One who is ekballo-ed is forcibly compelled to depart. 

It’s the word that is used when Jesus drives out demons and unclean 

spirits. He ekballos them. This word is not a gentle word. It is not a 

peaceful word. This is not the Spirit of God tenderly dropping Jesus off 

at preschool. This is the Spirit ejecting him into the wilderness right after 

anointing him: go on and GET, get out, get going, scram. This is Jesus 

cast out into the wild. Right after being told that he is God’s Beloved 

son. How do you like them apples? 

We might wonder, why? Why would the Holy Spirit do such a thing? 

Why would it drive Jesus into the wilderness? There’s nothing in the 

wilderness. Nothing and no one. That’s what makes it the wilderness. 
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It’s just there, empty and void and lifeless. And you are at risk of 

becoming empty and void and lifeless yourself. The wilderness doesn’t 

need little ol’ you. It shrugs its shoulders at you.  

But Jesus is in the wilderness for a reason. It’s a Biblical reason. 

Because in the Bible, people meet God in the wilderness. They learn 

what they are made of and what God is made of. They learn how to have 

faith, in the places where life hangs by a thread. The people of Israel 

were in the wilderness. In the dry empty places of no one and nothing. 

That’s where they were for 40 years after God freed them from slavery 

in Egypt. After that beautiful moment when God parted the Red Sea and 

they escaped from Pharaoh’s army. They passed through those baptismal 

waters. But then they were cast out into the wilderness for 40 years. It’s 

a bit of a letdown. Escape from slavery in Egypt. And end up in the 

wilderness.  Wandering. Waiting. Hoping to get somewhere. Because in 

the wilderness, you aren’t anywhere.  And you aren’t anything. You are 

not in control; you are in need of God. 

Because the wilderness shrugs its shoulders at you. It tempts you to 

believe life is less than it is, and that you are less than you are. Maybe 
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you know about the wilderness. Maybe you have wandered and waited 

and hoped. And you felt alone and that your life was hanging by a 

thread. A friend of mine told me about his wilderness. He and his wife 

both went to school to be museum curators. And after graduating, they 

took their first job in Alaska. But it wasn’t a job for both of them. It was 

only for his wife, Patty. Owen had no job. Because there aren’t that 

many museums in Alaska to curate.  All there was for him was the 

frozen tundra of the great white north and nine months of near darkness. 

But sometimes we just end up in the wilderness.  Patty went to work. 

And Owen stayed home and took care of the house and the kids and 

there wasn’t much for him to do except watch a lot of Star Trek: The 

Next Generation. He said, it was a dark time for him. Literally. But that 

time taught him patience. It taught him to trust. It taught him sympathy 

for others in the wilderness. 

In the wilderness, it is tempting to think that the wilderness is all there 

is. It’s tempting to be less than sons and daughters of God. It’s tempting 

to give up on our Spiritual mission. In the wilderness Jesus was tempted. 

Mark’s gospel doesn’t go into much detail about the devil’s temptation, 
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but we can imagine. We can imagine the devil whispering terrible things 

in Jesus’ ear to throw him off course. “Jesus, why are you here? Why 

don’t you go live a normal life? Come on. All that stuff about you being 

God’s son is a bunch of hooey. You, God’s anointed servant? You, with 

a mission but no great army to back it up? Yeah, right.” It’s the same 

thing the devil tells us in our wilderness. That we are powerless. That 

our baptism, psh, it doesn’t mean anything. That being a follower of 

Jesus doesn’t make us rich or powerful or popular, so it doesn’t matter. 

It doesn’t make us special. We aren’t special. We are just wandering 

through the world. 

The devil’s plan is to make us feel weak. To remind us that we are not in 

control. To have us feel vulnerable and scared so that we will lash out at 

God and at others and give up on God’s mission. But when he faces his 

weakness, Jesus doesn’t give up. He embraces his weakness. He 

embraces the wilderness and his need for God. He embraces all of it so 

we can embrace it too. Because faith is about putting your life in God’s 

hands.  
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That’s why many of us like to visit the wilderness. We go because we 

can feel powerless in a powerfully wild place. In the wilderness, you see 

a world beyond your control and landscapes you didn’t create; great 

mountains and endless skies. You experience thunderstorms like you’ve 

never experienced them before. And you witness the immense expanse 

of stars, the universe is laid before you and you know that you are not in 

control. 

But life also reminds us that we are not in control. That we are small. 

That we are in need of some kind of grace to get us through. Maybe you 

are in the wilderness now. Like the wilderness of youth. And you don’t 

know where your life is headed. And you can’t do anything right and no 

one really knows you or likes you. Maybe you are in the wilderness of a 

medical problem: cancer or diabetes or heart problems or Alzheimers. In 

the wilderness of exam rooms and sterile hospital corridors; with no 

control over your body or your life. Maybe you are in the wilderness of 

old age. And you can’t get out much. And most of your friends have 

passed. And your family can’t visit. And there is not much for you to do 

but wait for the clock to tick down.  
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In the wilderness, we feel vulnerable and alone. We are in need. And the 

devil is sure that that need will break us. That our vulnerability will 

make us forget who we are. That it will make us forget God. When in 

fact, weakness can do just the opposite. It can help us remember that 

God is strong. Not us. It is not about our power or our strength or OUR 

faith in God-- but our faith in GOD. It is about God’s strength and power 

to hold us because we can’t hold ourselves. 

During Lent, we go into the wilderness with Jesus. We go to be tempted 

and tested. To be with the wild beasts and the angels who will to 

minister to us. We recognize our weakness and our need. And the 

weakness and need of others. In the wilderness, we find the weakness 

and need of Jesus. Who put his life in God’s hands. Whose dependence 

became power to overcome. Whose hope IN GOD became our hope IN 

GOD. 

From that wilderness, Jesus will go out and preach that kind of hope. 

Believe the good news, he says. Believe. That Greek word for believe is 

Pistis. It means to trust and depend. It means putting your life in 

someone else’s hands. It does not mean that you recite a certain creed or 
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hold certain indisputable beliefs that you will argue with anyone. It 

means you are willing to go out on a limb. It means you don’t know for 

sure, but you hope. It means you aren’t able yourself, but that God is 

able. That is the gospel of Mark in a nutshell. God is able.  God is able 

to love us. God is able to find us. God is able to heal us. God is able to 

calm the storms and cast out the demons and get us back on our feet. 

God is able to forgive us when we turn tail and run away. 1 God is able 

to love us through the fear and the darkness and the grave. We are not 

able but God IS able. 

The wilderness is the place we find God. It’s a place that Jesus will 

never truly leave. The world for him will always be a barren place. He 

will always be confronted by devils and surrounded by wild beasts. He 

will be alone as God’s beloved. He will be alone in his sorrow for the 

world. Alone in his prayer. Alone in his suffering. Alone on the cross. 

Alone as he breathes his last breath. My God, my God, why have you 

forsaken me? And finally he will put his life in God’s hands. His 

                                                           
1 C Clifton Black, http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=3566 
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vulnerable, weak and broken life. On Good Friday, he will go out on that 

final limb and trust that while he is not able, God will be able. God is 

able to turn the emptiness into fullness. God is able to turn death to 

resurrection for all of us and bring us to God, as it says in 1 Peter. That’s 

what it means to be God’s beloved. That’s what it means to follow Jesus. 

To put our lives in God’s hands. 

We are in need of God. Our lives hang by a thread. And today in the 

wilderness with Jesus we remember that. We remember that we are 

vulnerable and that we are not able to get through this life on our own. 

We are not able. But God is able. Repent and believe, in spite of all 

evidence to the contrary. Believe. For the kingdom of your God is near. 

In the silence, now, share with God your need. Tell God about your 

wilderness. Admit you are not able but you have faith that God is able. 

Put yourself in God’s hands. 

 

 

1 Peter 3:18-22 

18For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, in order to 

bring you to God. He was put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, 19in which also 

he went and made a proclamation to the spirits in prison, 20who in former times did not obey, 

when God waited patiently in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which a few, 

that is, eight people, were saved through water. 21And baptism, which this prefigured, now saves 

you — not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, 
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through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22who has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of 

God, with angels, authorities, and powers made subject to him. 

 

Gospel Mark 1:9-15 

9In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 

10And just as he was coming up out of the water, he saw the heavens torn apart and the Spirit 

descending like a dove on him. 11And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 

Beloved; with you I am well pleased.” 

12And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. 13He was in the wilderness for 

forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him. 

14Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, 15and 

saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the 

good news.” 


