
CALVIN 33

JESUS in the WILDERNESS
There is a voice that cries: ‘Prepare a road for the Lord through the wilderness, clear
a highway across the desert for our God. Isaiah 40:3

Do you have favourite Bible passages? I do. I particularly like the ones from
Romans 8, where Paul writes about nothing separating Christian believers from
the love of God. I usually quote those in hospital visits or at funerals. Today’s
reading from Isaiah (40:1-11) is another popular one. It speaks about God
comforting the oppressed. You probably remember that one from Handel’s
Messiah, but also from the Gospels quoting John the Baptist announcing the
coming of Jesus as the Messiah redeeming Israel.

Isaiah addresses himself to the Jews as exiles-to-be in Babylon. Their suffering
will come to an end. They will return home. God will prepare the way. He will
make the wilderness into a smooth highway (Isaiah 40:3). To Isaiah life is like a
wilderness, but God will level the path through it and make it smooth.

Calvin explains this passage, as he says, ‘metaphorically.’ To him and to John
the Baptist who quotes this verse from Isaiah, ‘an exceedingly disordered and
ruinous crisis is lifted to a banner of joy.’ The wilderness represents ‘the
depravity of our nature, the windings of a crooked mind, and obstinacy of heart’,
but prepares for ‘true self-denial and obedience.’ To Calvin the wilderness of
life will be tamed in the same way as the exiles will return to Jerusalem. God
always ‘takes care.’

The gospel is the good news of liberation, redemption. Its chief message is one
of ‘comforting the oppressed.’ It is the comfort of returning to one’s home after
long periods of absence in a foreign country, such as Jerusalem for exiled Jews
or Geneva for Calvin when its citizens had gotten sick of his reproaches and had
thrown him out in 1538. In a wider sense it is the church as the refuge from life’s
wilderness. The job of the prophets is ‘to support believers in adversity that
they may not faint or be discouraged (Calvin’s commentary on verse 1).’

And of course there was enough ‘adversity’ in the history of the Jewish race to
be a lasting source of reference. The exodus from Egypt comes to mind as full
of dangers, escapes from oppression, persecution, hunger and pain. Not the least
of the dangers was blaming Jehovah (the actual source of rescue) for all the
hardships and disasters inevitably trailing the journey of what was essentially
a nomadic tribe.

Moses was the first of the prophets warning against the easy way out of trouble
and projecting solutions on visible, concrete, close at hand, idols such as a golden

217



calf. He retreated into the wilderness to meet Jehovah, to refurbish inspiration
and to be filled by the Holy Spirit enabling him to lead a recalcitrant nomadic
tribe to the Promised Land.

Commenting on the verses Isaiah 40:3-6 of today’s Old Testament reading Calvin
insists that only inspired ‘boldness and clearness’ will meet the demand for
rescue from the predicament of the Israelites travelling through foreign, hostile
lands, feeling alarmed and insecure.

Calvin: ‘(P)rophets ought not to mutter in an obscure manner, but to pronounce
their message with a distinct voice, and to utter boldly and with open mouth
whatever they have been commended to declare. Let everyone, therefore, who
is called to this office constantly remember and believe, that he ought to meet
difficulties of every sort with unshaken boldness, such as was always manifested
both by prophets and by apostles.’

‘Woe to me’, says Paul, ‘if I do not preach the gospel: for necessity is laid on me
(1 Corinthians 9:16).’ Therefore Calvin commenting on verse seven and eight
(people are like withered grass enlivened by the Spirit of God which will stand
forever) insists that the job of prophets is ‘to drag humans into the presence of
God’ to prevent them from ‘indulging in false confidence and places of
concealment.’

And says Calvin, don’t think that God is speaking of foreigners only. No, God
is talking about the people of the book, Jews and Christians, ‘for the Jews might
have thought that they were more excellent, and held a higher rank than other
men, and that on this account they ought to be exempted from the common lot.’
No, nothing is further from the truth. And he therefore adds: ‘we are nothing
but in God.’

All this leads to our New Testament reading Matthew 4:1–11 where Jesus too,
like Moses retreats to the wilderness. Here too the wilderness is the place where
one meets God. Here too the wilderness is like the witches’ cauldron of the
unconscious where we are confronted with our own horrifying dreams so much
part of daily living and human experience.

It is the place where Jesus meets the devil who tempts him with the easy life of
self indulgence and illusions of power (verse 1). It is the place where our
loneliness and self-deception are revealed for what they are in stark severity. It
is the place where we cannot hide any longer behind a facade of shallow chit
chat and idle titillation. The wilderness is like a pathless jungle of creeping vines
and nightmare sounds. Yet it is also the place where Jesus meets God.

John Knox, the founder of Presbyterianism and the Church of Scotland left few
sermons, commentaries and theological dissertations behind. However his
comments on our New Testament reading are available in the five volumes of
his works. The significance of Matthew 4:1-11, he says, lies in Christ being like
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us. He fought the same battles we are fighting. He goes so far as to say that God
fights our battles for us: ‘tribulations and grievous vexations of body or mind
are not signs of God’s displeasure with the sufferer’, but that God cares for us.
In other words, God prepares a road through the wilderness of existence.

The wilderness is also the place where the wolves of destruction reign. It is the
place where all the carefully built securities and certainties of life are all of a
sudden suspended, where even our faith seems to dissolve into airy nothingness.
It is the place where the wild beasts roam shaking our carefully preserved
comforts of safety, where demons attack us, leaving us in a crumbled heap of
terror and despair.

All this is presented to us in the shape of Satan, the devil, in today’s reading.
Knowing that Jesus had fasted for 40 days and was very hungry, he tempts Jesus
first by suggesting that if he is the Son of God he should tell these stones to
become bread (verse 3). Jesus then quotes Deuteronomy 8:3: ‘man cannot live
on bread alone but lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord
(verse 4).’

The implication is that God is not in the business of upsetting nature for the
sake of one person’s whim. More importantly, God is interested in man’s unique
spirituality as compared with the physical needs he shares with the rest of
creation. To regard bread, or any nourishment, as more important than the life
of the spirit goes against the grain of God’s intention for the human race.

Yet spirituality on its own is not enough. It can be too egocentric and too
exclusively concerned with personal feelings. It must also be shared with others,
constantly repeated and compared with alien forces if it is to be relevant. Paul
in 1 Corinthians 14 is quite explicit at this point. He says that individual
spirituality, as it is expressed in feelings of personal ecstasy or speaking in
tongues just will not do, unless it is also interpreted (verse 28) and builds up
community (verse 6). ‘For the God who inspires is not a God of disorder but of
peace (verse 33).’ Only when it is shared with the community of believers can
it survive the powers obstructing its delicate and transcendent quality. And
that is where the next temptation comes in.

The second temptation (Matthew 4:6) similarly stresses God’s transcendent,
spiritual quality rather than His arbitrary ability to suspend the law of gravity
(an essential part of His universe) just for the sake of showing off His power.
The devil suggests that Jesus throw himself down from the parapet of the temple
to illustrate God’s capacity to rescue His son. Jesus again uses scripture to counter
the devil’s intention (verse 7): ‘You are not to put the Lord your God to the test
(Deuteronomy 6:16).’

God is not going to subvert the elaborate structure of his own edifice. Jesus also
represents the soul or essence of humanity as God intends it to be in the fullness
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of time. Calvin in his commentary on the temptations in the wilderness calls
Jesus ‘the universal model of all the godly.’ And this means that humans must
take His will as final in contrast with their own idolatrous ego-centric, narrow,
concept of humans who are constantly creating golden calves to substitute for
His authority which they are required to obey rather than control.

The third temptation similarly deals with Satan’s misunderstanding of God’s
global intent. Here the devil promises Jesus all the kingdoms of the earth
provided he ‘falls down and pays homage to him (verses 8-10).’ Satan assumes
here that God is nothing but a miserable autocrat competing with him for absolute
power rather than the one who relativizes power and allows Jesus to serve and
be actually crucified for man’s redemption.

The third temptation also brings up the point that, over against Satan, Jesus
represents the delicate balance between social fit, conformity (Jesus’ emphasis
on serving rather than being served – Matthew 20:28) and human rights (the
history of the prophet’s insistence on criticizing social organization and resisting
establishments leading to Jesus’ crucifixion).

Did you see the recent television program on the psychology of the suicide
bombers? They were discovered to be typical products of immigrant or refugee
families who still had not found their bearings in what was to them, an alien
culture. Their response to the predicament was total surrender to fanatical groups
subverting that culture, according to the psychologists interviewed for the
program.

In other words losing one’s life for the sake of the subverting cause was believed
to be a laudable supreme sacrifice. Actually this means surrendering to a narrow
cause, such as personal power or the destruction of the opposition. The third
temptation warns against this usurping of God’s power and the elevation of
Satan instead. Calvin calls this ‘overleaping the boundaries which God has
prescribed’ instead of ‘preserving the order of nature and the lives of God’s
creatures.’

Commenting on the third temptation, Calvin says that it is Satan encouraging
Jesus to ‘indulge in a foolish and vain confidence – to neglect the means which
are in his power – to throw himself, without necessity, into manifest danger
and, as we might say, to overleap all bounds.’

All three forms of temptation make a major point: God’s order is not to be
subverted for the sake of one individual’s whim, or more importantly, for the
sake of radically changing nature, whether natural (the law of gravity),
psychological (indulging in sensation and propaganda to show one’s superiority),
social (maximizing power over others) or political (rebelling against the Roman
overlord and lording it over other nations).
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No, the three temptations make the point that God’s order is, as our text says,
smoothing the path through the wilderness of life, rather than arbitrarily
subverting it to suit one individual’s lust for dominance and power. It is very
realistic and anything but utopian. Jesus’ mission is not to fiercely and
triumphantly play the all too human power game, but to guide his followers
along the path of service, even if that eventually leads in his case to a cross.

The relevance of our text for today’s world is plain. There are situations in life
when bread for the soul is more important than bread for nourishment. In such
situations morale, backbone and integrity (all part of spirituality) are more urgent
than earthly power or material progress and gains. Or to put this differently:
situations where giving one’s life for God’s global intentions and global peace
are to be preferred over narrow, local or personal power and gains.

Power over nature may be an ingrained instinct, but it may also lead to erosion
and even denial of man’s eternal destiny. There is more to existence than capacity
for military conquests. They may actually retard global peace because they
promote the power of one nation over another. Power can serve satanic rather
than a divine purpose. God’s purpose for mankind is to smooth a path through
the wilderness where chaos and Satan appear to have unchecked power and
reign like unbridled brumbies.
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