
 

Sermon for 1st Sunday of Lent 
 
Matthew 4: 1-11 
 
 
4 Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2 After fasting 
forty days and forty nights, he was hungry. 3 The tempter came to him and said, “If you are the 
Son of God, tell these stones to become bread.” 
 
 
4 Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that 
comes from the mouth of God.’” 
 
 
5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and had him stand on the highest point of the temple. 
6 “If you are the Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. For it is written: 
 
 
“‘He will command his angels concerning you, 
 
    and they will lift you up in their hands, 
 
    so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 
 
 
7 Jesus answered him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 
 
 
8 Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the 
world and their splendour. 9 “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship 
me.” 
 
 
10 Jesus said to him, “Away from me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the Lord your God, and 
serve him only.’” 
 
 
11 Then the devil left him, and angels came and attended him. 
 
 
 
 



 
In our gospel reading we heard Matthew’s account of Christ’s forty days in the wilderness, a 
reading given at the beginning of Lent to encourage us to spend the forty days of Lent in the 
wilderness. 
 
 
Wilderness, what's that like then? 
 
 
At the foot of the Cadair Idris in North Wales is a farm where as a young man I used to holiday. 
The Cadair Idris is a long ragged ridge shaped mountain, at its western end it overlooks the sea, 
while the eastern it glowers over the little slate-grey town of Dolgellau.  To get to the farm, you 
follow the lane out of Dolgellau along the base of the Cadair Idris, and at length, after climbing 
and twisting along the lane's narrow way, you come to the farm, marked out by a rough and 
faded sign; this is the place I used to stay. 
 
 
The farm track turns down over a field and disappears out of sight into a wooded valley, but as 
you progress down the track the farm house and associated buildings come into view. From the 
array of farm equipment, both ancient and modern, arranged in seemingly haphazard and 
decaying manner, you quickly come to realise that it is a working farm set up for agriculture not 
for tourism. 
 
 
I stayed in a caravan on the farm, there was a cottage too, but as there was just me and my Jack 
Russell, Bartok, the caravan was quite sufficient. 
 
 
It was one of those egg shaped nineteen fifties caravans, it was cream and green, or at least it 
had been, the colour had rather faded and moss from the hill side had grown over the roof and 
down the sides, nature seemed to be well into the process of claiming the little caravan for its 
own.   
 
 
Inside the little caravan was a couch that also served as a bed, a Formica table distorted and 
warped by years of dampness, a gas light, and a single ring gas burner. It will perhaps not 
surprise you to hear that the cost of a week’s holiday there was only £50, a bargain to my 
youthful self. 
 
 
Water could be obtained from a tap outside and the loo was in a brick built shed found at the 
far end of the farm house garden. The garden was patrolled by an elderly and belligerent ram 
that seemed to be a family pet as he was sometimes to be found in the farmhouse kitchen. He 
seemed to take exception to strangers passing through his garden and if he caught them he 



butted them to make them aware of the fact. I was assured that this butting caused no harm as 
he was well past his prime, although it has to be said that it did make the journey down the 
garden path after dark a little daunting. You see this remote wooded valley was very dark by 
night, and ancient items of farm equipment lay across the yard and garden. Most nights I 
managed to stay on my feet as I proceeded carefully down the garden trying not to attract the 
attention of the old ram, I say most nights, on at least a couple of occasions my falling over a 
hidden obstacle caused a clatter and a curse that unfortunately attracted his belligerent 
attention.   
 
 
The Ram was called Glyndŵr after the Welsh rebel leader Owen Glyndŵr who harried the 
English for a number of years back in the Middle Ages. The Ram certainly had something of 
Owen’s spirit. The English had never caught Glyndŵr; after the rebellion crumbled he slipped 
away into the mountains. Legend has it that one day he will return to fight for his nation. I did 
wonder if in this Ram the spirit of Glyndŵr had taken up temporary residence, awaiting the call 
to arms. 
 
 
You may wonder why I am telling you all this shaggy dog story, or perhaps shaggy sheep 
story…well it is about ‘wilderness’. We heard that the Spirit drove Jesus ‘out into the 
wilderness. He was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild 
beasts; and the angels waited on him.’ 
 
 
Wilderness in this passage, and in other places in the Gospels, is a place of solitude, the Greek 
word is ‘erémia’, a desert place, or deserted place, an uninhabited region, a place of wildness 
where you can be alone with God and His creation.   
 
 
You don’t actually have to be physically alone to be solitary, time spent staring out of the 
window of a café can be time spent alone with your thoughts and observations, sitting quietly 
in conversation with God. 
 
 
Stepping aside to a place you can leave behind the busyness of the day is a step into the 
wilderness. In such places there is space to think and feel, to get perspective, to remember 
what is important to you, to allow your core values to inform and reorientation your life. 
 
 
Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness, and so the Church over the centuries, recognising the 
human necessity of time spent in the wilderness, has given us Lent as a time of wilderness, a 
time to step back and think. 
 
 



That’s what I was up to in deepest darkest Wales, going to a caravan by myself for a week, 
walking in the mountains, living simply, playing my violin, and being in constant conversation 
with God. 
 
 
Jesus was tempted in the wilderness; there was not much in and around the hills and 
mountains of Dolgellau to tempt me, at least in the conventional sense. It was a place where it 
was quite easy to be good, but then we misuse the word temptation. 
 
 
Temptation does not mean a list of banned sensual delights, a naughty but nice array of things 
we would quite like but know we shouldn’t. 
 
 
In the New Testament the word temptation means a trial, or a time of proving, as metals are 
proved in fire or truth is proved in a court. Temptation in the New Testament is about the 
struggle to identify the truth. 
 
Jesus, ‘who is the way, the truth and the life’, struggles in the wilderness with Satan, who is the 
Father of Lies. 
 
 
Jesus is being tried, his metal is being tested, we are finding out who he really is. In the 
wilderness you may find out who you really are, away from the whirling Fair Ground 
distractions of this world, away from all the meanings shouted at you by stall holders trying to 
sell you candy floss, away from the dazzling lights of the whirly gig you can begin to distinguish 
between the truth and the lies. 
 
 
I have known people who have actively avoided quietness because they do not want to deal 
with the disquiet they find in their own souls. 
 
 
In the wilderness you may begin to reform your thinking - that is what the bible means by 
‘metanoia’, the New Testament word we misleadingly translate as ‘repent’. In the wilderness 
you have the opportunity to reform your thinking, to wrestle free of Satan and take hold of 
Christ. Or to put it less figuratively, to disentangle the truth from the lies and work out just who 
you are, and who you want to become. 
 
 
Now, the contemplatives in the congregation will be loving what I am saying, and the activists 
will be annoyed to distraction by it. But to the activists I would say, ‘time spent in the 
wilderness enables action, you do need to have a look at the plans before you commence 
building your mansions in the sky', and to the contemplatives I would say, ‘get on with it!’ The 



whole point of time spent in the wilderness is that you get back to work with a better 
understanding. The wilderness is not a place to set up home, God wants you to get back into 
the world and work for His Kingdom.’ 
 
 
I don’t go to that caravan any more; I doubt it is still there, it was hardly there when I used to 
go. I did once try taking Jacqui to the cottage on the farm, but the facilities, although superior 
to those of the caravan, turned out to be a touch too primitive for a member of the gentler sex. 
Apparently brown water coming out of the bath taps is not a rustic delight, how was I to know 
that? 
 
 
Over the stream next to the farm house, hidden away in the woods, was a little chapel. It was 
beautiful in its rugged simplicity, stout and square, with big windows either side the door, and 
inside no decoration other than a bible verse in Welsh painted up on a scroll over the pulpit. 
 
 
The forebears of the farmer had built the chapel when they came to settle in the valley, they 
had built it before they had built their own house. Think of that, building a house for God 
before you build your own house. That’s what happens if you spend time in the wilderness with 
God, your priorities change, and you begin to be a part of building the Kingdom of Heaven here 
on earth. 
 
 
I pray we may keep a Holy Lent.  Amen. 
 


