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After the results of the presidential primaries on Super Tuesday were in, I wanted to find out what the various pundits thought it all meant. Facts demand interpretation. Life presents us with a series of facts. People who have any sense of God at all want to find out what the facts mean. They seek a pattern — an overall explanation of how the facts fit together.
One of the tremendous values of a religious point of view is that it gives you a way to interpret the facts of your existence. It gives you a frame of reference — a context into which everything fits. The point of view Christianity offers goes something like this: you can understand everything that happens in your life in terms of the plans and purposes of a loving father. The loving father gives us guidelines about how we should behave. We are free to cooperate with him or not, as we choose.
When we find that we are not living up to the guidelines and not cooperating with the overall plan, we can get back on track just by asking him to forgive us and take us back. He will always forgive us and take us back. He loves us, that's why.
This morning's gospel brings us to the very deepest roots of the Bible's explanation of what human existence is all about. One of the central points of the Bible is that if you want to know who God is and how he operates in your life, the best place to start looking for the explanation is in the history of Israel, his chosen people.
God reveals himself to Israel in the things that happen to them. He is in the facts. The Old Testament gives us the facts about what happened to Israel, and it also gives us interpretation — spin, if you will an explanation of what the facts mean. We see pattern and meaning in Israel's history, and that helps us see the pattern and meaning in our own histories — in the facts of our own lives.
One of the central events of Israel's history was their forty years of wandering. It took them forty years after God led them out of slavery in Egypt to get themselves to the land of Canaan --Israel-- the territory God promised to Abraham. If they had set out to get from Egypt to Canaan as fast as possible it would have taken them weeks, rather than years.
The first great interpreter of God's activity is Moses. The Book of Deuteronomy is the fifth book of the Old Testament. Among other things, Deuteronomy gives us Moses' explanation and interpretation of what the forty years of wandering were all about and why it took so long.
Moses tells the Israelites, "The Lord your God led you on this long journey through the desert these past forty years, sending hardships to test you, so that he might know what you intended to do and whether you would obey his commands." That is, God's purpose in the wandering was to send hardships and then find out how Israel would deal with them whether they would remain faithful to him or not.
The story St. Matthew tells us in today's gospel is intended to show us that God put Jesus through exactly what he put Israel through. They took forty years, he had forty days, but who's counting? His hardships come through three tests the devil gives him. Jesus responds to each of the tests by quoting a verse from the Old Testament.
If you go to the Old Testament and look up what Jesus says, you discover that all three quotations come from Deuteronomy. In each of the three Deuteronomy quotations Moses refers to specific hardships God sent Israel during their wanderings — hardships with which they did not deal well.
Well, so what? The point of this is that God's purpose in our lives is the same as his purpose in Israel's wanderings. He sends hardships to test us to see how we will react and whether we will keep on trusting him.
Jesus is believable as the Messiah of Israel, because he experienced what they experienced. Jesus is believable as man as well as God, because he has the same experience we have. Hebrews reassures us, "(He) was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin."
Israel did not remain faithful to God at all. Every time a hardship came along they fell apart and asked what God could possibly be up to. Their reaction should sound familiar to us, because we act just as they did.
Seeing this testing through Jesus provides us with at least two insights. First of all, he died to forgive us. We don't have to be afraid to look at the fact that life brings us hardships and tests, and we don't have to despair that we don't always react to them with confidence and trust.
God is not trying to catch us out so he can keep us out of heaven. Instead of being tests we dare not fail, we learn to see that the hardships build our character and our resolve and bring us closer to Jesus.
Second, we are in him and he is in us. We can't endure the hardships on our own and remain faithful. We can't resist the temptations ourselves mainly because we don't really want to. We can't interpret what is going on in our lives by ourselves. We need help. He'll give it to us if we want it.
So the forty years and the forty days give us another way of looking at our lives — and another interpretation of the facts — another insight into what God is doing in the things that are going on. He is sending hardships to test us to find out what we will do. The big question in Lent is — "So, what are you going to do?"
The Collect: O Lord, who for our sake didst fast forty days and forty nights; Give us grace to use such abstinence, that, our flesh being subdued to the Spirit we may ever obey thy godly motions in righteousness, and true holiness, to thy honour and glory, who livest and reignest with the Father and the Holy Ghost, one God, world without end. Amen. 
The Epistle: 2 Corinthians 6:1-10 
The Gospel: St. Matthew 4:1-11 
