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MESSAGE: Sunday, February 26, 2023 (Lent 1) – Matthew 4: 1-11 
Ralph Connor Memorial United Church – Rev Greg Wooley 

Throughout Lent we are being introduced to the five streams of Christian 
response commonly found in the United Church of Canada. Sunday’s service is 
shaped by Contemplative Christian tradition (“Spiritual” within Janet’s model), 
and the message is built on a three-step Lectio Divina reading of the gospel. The 
first reading was simply to get a sense of the scripture; the second reading was 
to note if a word or phrase presented itself. This was the third reading. 

For a third time, we hear from Matthew chapter 4.  After this reading there will be 
a longer time of a silence – a couple of minutes – to ponder what call or invitation 
God has for you in the word or phrase you heard earlier, or in something new 
that quietly emerges in this third reading:  

4 Then the Spirit led Jesus up into the wilderness so that the devil might tempt 
him. 2 After Jesus had fasted for forty days and forty nights, he was 
starving. 3 The tempter came to him and said, “Since you are God’s Son, 
command these stones to become bread.” 

4 Jesus replied, “It’s written, People won’t live only by bread, but by every word 
spoken by God.”[a] 

5 After that the devil brought him into the holy city and stood him at the highest 
point of the temple. He said to him, 6 “Since you are God’s Son, throw yourself 
down; for it is written, I will command my angels concerning you, and they will 
take you up in their hands so that you won’t hit your foot on a stone.”[b] 

7 Jesus replied, “Again it’s written, Don’t test the Lord your God.”[c] 

8 Then the devil brought him to a very high mountain and showed him all the 
kingdoms of the world and their glory. 9 He said, “I’ll give you all these if you bow 
down and worship me.” 

10 Jesus responded, “Go away, Satan, because it’s written,You will worship the 
Lord your God and serve only him.”[d] 11 The devil left him, and angels came and 
took care of him. 

Two minutes of silence ensued. With the sound of the chime, you are invited to 
return your attention to this room, and this gathering of seekers…. 

In true Lectio Divina fashion, that would complete the message – though each of 
the silences would have been significantly longer – or perhaps there would be a 
brief well-chosen reading, or there would be a time to journal your experience.  
What I wish to offer this morning, though, is just a couple of paragraphs that tie 
together this time of contemplation, with the story of Jesus on this first Sunday in 
the season of Lent.  

New ways of a people being in relationship with God emerge from the 
wilderness. This is the case in many faith traditions which include some form of 
“vision quest” and is part of our history in the three “Abrahamic” faiths. The 
Hebrew people were delivered from servitude and then shaped, with Moses, by 
forty years of communal testing in the desert.  The prophet Muhammad received 
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Divine revelation in the cave at Hira and returned there regularly to seek Holy 
guidance on how to address the troubles of his society.  Jesus went into the stark 
badlands near Jerusalem, the Judean wilderness, for forty days of fasting, relying 
solely on the grace and provision of God, before even beginning his Ministry.    

Time with God in the stark reality of wilderness, challenges you to realize your 
utter reliance on God, clarifies the meaning of life, and names the artifice of 
affluence and comfort.  The lessons learned by withdrawing from the things that 
usually capture our attention, and being both challenged and absolutely loved by 
God, equips us to see the joys and sufferings of human living and our own 
journey through God’s eyes, and to respond with clarity and grace. That solitary 
holy time may be as heart-wrenching as what Jesus experienced in the 
wilderness, a time of profound challenge in your life; or it may be as simple and 
intentional as setting aside prayer time in your day, or going to a retreat centre.  
Through it all, God is there.  

We begin this season of Lent with a willingness, then, to set aside the 
distractions and diversions of life, to seek God’s guidance.  That may call us to 
specific courses of action, bringing Christ’s energetic engagement of the world 
into our lives, or it may simply be a time of restoration, remembering that even in 
the hardest times of life, we are beloved of God, or it may engender a rhythm of 
action and reflection. May these 40 days plus 6 Sundays be an uncluttered, 
spacious time for you, and for us as Church, to discover and embrace whatever 
God has for the here and the now and the next.  Amen.   
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