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• In our Gospel today, we hear some important biblical echoes. I wonder if 
you noticed them. After his Baptism, Jesus is driven by the Spirit into the 
wilderness for forty days, where he is tempted by Satan. Forty days suggests 
and symbolizes several pivotal Old Testament events. We think of Noah and 
his family’s forty days in the Ark, and their journey to a new covenant life in a 
renewed Creation.  We remember Elijah, about whom we heard last week, 1

who spent forty days fasting in a cave on Mt Sinai.  We also recall Moses’ 2

earlier forty days and nights in the cloud atop Mt. Sinai, as well as Israel’s 
forty years in the wilderness following their baptism-like crossing of the Red 
Sea.  That the people of Israel succumbed to temptation in the wilderness, 3

makes Jesus’ later wilderness experience highly significant. ~> What will 
happen to him, as he is tempted by Satan? Will God be with him? What 
other hazards confront him while he is alone? Will this experience prevent 
him from fulfilling his vocation? 

• With just two compact sentences, Mark describes the dramatic transition 
from Jesus’ Baptism, to the start of his public ministry. The brevity of Mark’s 
description allows it to be read in more than one way. Our hearing of his 
short Gospel narrative is likely to be influenced by Matthew and Luke’s 
longer accounts of the same transition. We therefore naturally assume that 
Mark implies three specific temptations, and that the wild beasts pose a 
threat corollary to that of the Tempter. But look at the actual text of our 
Gospel reading (on the Scripture insert): notice how Mark suggests the 
temptation may have been a factor throughout the forty days, and not 
limited to just three occasions. And, further, notice how—prompted by 
modern punctuation—we can identify three distinct factors that may have 
shaped those forty days: first, Satan’s activity as the Tempter; second, Jesus 
finding himself with wild beasts; and third, Jesus being ministered to by the 
angels. 
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• Clearly, the ministry of the angels lies in stark contrast with Satan’s work of 
temptation. But what about the wild beasts, mentioned in between? Do they 
mirror the threat posed by Satan? Or, does their presence with Jesus recall 
Noah’s peaceful coexistence with wild beasts in the Ark, and prefigure the 
New Creation? And does Jesus’ ‘being with them’ fulfill prophetic 
expectation concerning the coming of the Messiah, when in God’s 
peaceable Kingdom lions will lie down with lambs?  In other words, Mark 4

may have had in mind something like the vision expressed later in paintings 
like Edward Hick’s, The Peaceable Kingdom, and in Henri Rosseau’s more 
secular, The Dream. These are both paintings in which wild beasts coexist 
harmoniously with people. 

• You will find interpreters on both sides of the question, regarding whether 
Mark sees the wild beasts as a threat, or as companions with Jesus. I find it 
meaningful not to choose between the two interpretations, and to marvel at 
the Spirit-guided way that Mark left the matter uncertain. 

• A second ambiguity we find in Mark’s account concerns whether the 
Tempter, the beasts, and the angels, were all three simultaneously present. 
Or, did they arrive in sequence, with Satan troubling Jesus first;  then, 
second, the beasts, whose presence may have overlapped with the 
temptation or with the angelic visitors;  and third,  the angels, whose 
ministry may have been to help restore Jesus after his trials? 

• What is not ambiguous in Mark’s description is the ministry of the Angels, a 
scene captured in one of my favorite paintings by James Tissot. Notice how 
a light-emanating Jesus is surrounded by darkness. If those wild beasts 
were indeed a threat, rather than benevolent companions, we can be sure 
that night would have been the most scary time to be near them. Hearing 
the animals howl and roar as they lurked unseen in the shadows would have 
been unnerving, and a challenge to vocational courage. Fear can feed 
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imagination, and magnify potential danger. Just two unseen lions making 
guttural sounds in the darkness might be mistaken for a whole pride of 
carnivores. And all the while, the presence of unseen angels might be 
ignored, or forgotten in the face of such an immediate threat. 

• Given these possibilities, notice how Tissot has portrayed Jesus at this 
moment. We don’t find him hiding behind a large rock, or holding a 
makeshift club, to protect himself. We find Jesus lying on the ground, 
vulnerable on his back, in a posture of spiritual submission. The 
arrangement of his body, and especially his arms, prefigures his later 
crucifixion. He does not yield to Satan’s temptation, nor to the violent power 
of wild animals. Instead, he gives himself up to God’s will, and to a call to 
become the servant who will fulfill Israel’s true vocation. His submission to 
God is not only key to his safety, in terms of what is adverse to him; it is also 
the key to being prepared for, and faithful to, his mission. 

• Jesus’ circumstances in the wilderness, like those of Noah, Moses and Elijah 
before him, were of course unique. Especially when we compare them to 
our largely urban or suburban lives. Yet we do share something with our 
spiritual predecessors. We also live in what can be a dangerous world, one 
filled with adversity and malevolent forces that seek our undoing. Every day, 
whether we see it on the news or with our own eyes in our streets, there are 
potent signs of a society that has lost its ethical bearing, with people 
yearning for righteous leadership. Through our own sin as much as anything 
else, our relationship with Creation is troubled. The world that our sin has 
harmed, now seems to threaten us with harm! Our sin has also separated us 
from others. And in our aloneness, we hope for the company of angels. 

• Here, Jesus’ pattern of response to his calling in the wilderness provides an 
unexpectedly sure guide. Though at first we may find his posture 
uncongenial, our way forward is also through submission—through 
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submission to God. Submission to God is never forced or compelled; it is 
always bidden, and therefor always chosen. And submission to God is never 
mere obedience, a response we might associate with fallen human 
examples of submission. For we remember that what Jesus asks for is love. 
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart,” he says; “and with all your soul, 
with all your mind, and with all your strength; and love your neighbor as 
yourself. Upon these two commandments hang all the Law and the 
prophets.”  5

• Loving God with our whole being involves submission to God’s presence in 
our lives. It is the equivalent to lying down on our backs in the wilderness, 
trusting more in the presence of surrounding angels, than in our own power 
to fight evil. But we can resist the Tempter. And while respecting nature, we 
need not fear its power. We can follow Jesus’ example of putting God first in 
our lives. This allows the Spirit to prepare us for God’s mission, and help us 
be faithful to it. For God’s mission continues to unfold the Redemption of 
the whole Creation. And therefore, God’s mission touches everything within 
it. “The time is fulfilled,” says Jesus; “and the kingdom of God has come 
near…”  To this, we can only say, “Yes, Lord; let it be according to your will!”  6 7
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James Tissot, Jesus Ministered to by Angels 
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Edward Hicks, The Peaceable Kingdom, 1826 

Henri Rousseau, The Dream, 1910 
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Mark 1:9-15 

In those days Jesus came from Nazareth of Galilee and was baptized by John in the Jordan. 
And 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. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my Son, the 
Beloved; with you I am well pleased.”  

And the Spirit immediately drove him 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.  

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and 
saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in 
the good news.”  

Notes: 

 See Genesis 7:4, 12, 17, and 8:6. Our first reading this morning references this story.1

 See 1 Kings 19:1-18.2

 See Exodus 24:9-18 in context, and especially 24:15-18. For reference to the forty years, see Numbers 3

14:33, 32:13, Deuteronomy 2:7 and 8:2, among many examples.

 See, for example, Isaiah 11:6-9.4

 Words with which we began our liturgy today, in the Penitential Order, BCP:351. Also see Matthew 5

22:37-40; Mark 12:29-31; and Luke 10:26-28. The quote to which this note is attached conflates 
elements from these three sources for it.

 The first words of Jesus, in his public ministry as recorded by Mark, in our Gospel today.6

 A paraphrase of words we remember from Mary’s response to the Annunciation, recorded in Luke 7

1:38, and in the Canticle, “The Song of Mary,” BCP:119.  (The same quote inspired the Beatles’ song, 
“Let it Be.”)
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