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            We are thinking about what it means to be on God’s mission and last 
week we were reminded that as followers of Jesus, we are called to 
participate in some way in the work that God is doing in this world to right 
what is wrong and to heal and restore human life and all of Creation.   Many 
of us can remember a moment, or moments, when we clearly heard and 
recognized God’s call to us and we said ok.  Jessica mentioned last week 
that she heard God’s call to her through a friend who said, “be a resource to 
the local church,” and Brian shared about a moment when he said, “God, I’ll 
do whatever you want me to do” even when he didn’t know exactly what that 
would look like.   These experiences are as different as we are, but every 
believer can expect to hear God calling in some way at some time with an 
invitation to join God in mission.  Even Jesus had a moment like this and on 
the occasion of his baptism he publicly said “yes” to God.  We don’t know 
when Jesus first understood that God had chosen him to be the 
Messiah.  Maybe it was something that the divine Jesus always knew or 
maybe it was something that the human Jesus had to discover, but however 
it happened, when Jesus presented himself to John the Baptist to be 
baptized, it was his way of saying I understand and accept God’s call to me 
and God confirmed that call by sending the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove 
and with an audible voice that said, “This is my beloved Son with whom I am 
well pleased.”   
            This morning as we continue thinking about what it means to be on 
mission, we are following Jesus’s story to find out what happened next after 
his baptism.  After this wonderful experience of saying yes to God and 
receiving God’s warm and resounding affirmation, we might think that from 
that point on Jesus’s life was just a series of warm-fuzzy, joyful experiences 
of doing miracles, preaching great sermons that everyone always loved, and 
receiving thanks and praise everywhere he went - because that’s how it 
always is when you say yes to God and devote yourself to loving and serving 
others, right?  That’s how we’d like it to be, and, in fact, if we’re honest we 
might even admit that we believe that’s how it should be, but when we follow 
Jesus’s story in the Gospels, that isn’t quite how it goes, is it?  It turns out 
everyone didn’t always like the things that he said, and God didn’t come 
through with a mansion to go home to at night or a luxury chariot that would 



have saved him from all of that walking, and he found himself surrounded by 
dirty, poor, sick, and desperate people all of the time.  As it turned out, 
answering God’s call ended up being extremely costly and uncomfortable for 
Jesus.  But after his baptism and before he really got into all of that, Scripture 
tells us that the Spirit led him into the wilderness for 40 days where he was 
tempted by the devil.  For 40 days, after saying yes to God, he had the 
opportunity to really think about what he was getting himself into and the 
devil was right there with him ready to offer some alluring alternatives to 
God’s call and all that would come with it.  We are told about this event in 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke’s Gospels, and we are looking at Matthew’s 
version of this story this morning which is found in Matthew 4:1-11.  Let’s 
listen to the Scripture.   

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be 
tempted by the devil. 2 He fasted forty days and forty nights, and 
afterwards he was famished. 3 The tempter came and said to him, “If 
you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of 
bread.” 4 But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread 
alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’”  

5 Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the 
pinnacle of the temple, 6 saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw 
yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will command his angels concerning 
you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not 
dash your foot against a stone.’” 7 Jesus said to him, “Again it is 
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 splendor; 9 and he said to 
him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” 10 

Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, ‘Worship the 
Lord your God, and serve only him.’”  

11 Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited 
on him. 
            One of the important things that God confirmed on the day of Jesus’s 
baptism was his identity.  This is my Son, God had said, and in the 
wilderness, the devil took God’s truth and did what the devil likes to do with 
God’s truth.  He started with the kernel of truth and then twisted and distorted 
it.  I was reminded this week of a quote from a book I read in seminary that 
speaks to this.  Richard Lovelace, the author, says, “the devil needs an 
admixture of truth in order to market a lie successfully.”  Here, the devil takes 
the truth that Jesus is God’s Son and then puts his own spin on what that 
could mean for Jesus.  God’s purpose for God’s Son was to send him on a 



rescue mission that would involve self-denial, and self-sacrifice, but the devil 
suggests instead that the best use of this power and position would be self-
service and satisfying his own personal desires.  “Why shouldn’t you exploit 
your position and status for your own advantage?” the devil whispers.  “Why 
go hungry when you have the power to give yourself bread?”   And then the 
devil takes it a step further with the second temptation.  As the Son of God, 
you can serve yourself, but you could also save yourself whatever the 
threat.  This, again, was a temptation to make his own life the most important 
one and to forget about what God was calling him to do.  And finally, the devil 
tries to appeal to the human tendency toward pride and a hunger for 
power.  If you’ll just give up on God’s mission, I can give you power and 
prestige.  The devil was offering him anything he could have wanted, and the 
price was just a simple no to God and a yes to himself.  

The author of Hebrews reminds us in Hebrews 4:15 that we do not 
have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with us in our weaknesses, 
but one who in every respect has been tested as we are, and in this story, 
we certainly see Jesus being tested in the same ways that we ourselves are 
tested.  Of course, we are not the Messiah, but God has adopted us as sons 
and daughters and Jesus calls us to share in his ministry.  There will be times 
when we are following Jesus on mission, and it will be fun, and it will feel 
rewarding.   This past Tuesday evening the Outreach Ministry had the first in 
person ministry meeting in over a year and Linda Allen hosted everyone at 
her home for the meeting and dinner.  We enjoyed being with each other, we 
ate and prayed together, and then we talked about some of the needs in our 
community and had a great discussion about how we can use some of the 
resources God has given us to help meet that need.  More to come on the 
details of that conversation, but I am excited to share that we sensed that 
God is calling us to assist people with getting affordable mental health 
counseling.  There is a way for us to do this in partnership with the Life 
Renewed Counseling Center which is the center that worked with me to 
create the series of videos that we posted on Facebook this past winter.  I 
think everyone went away from that meeting feeling like our time together 
was refreshing, and meaningful, and fun, and when I texted Linda the next 
day to thank her for hosting and leading such a great meeting I said, “how 
can it not be exciting when we are all working together to bring Jesus to 
others?”  Being on God’s mission is fun, yet when we consider Jesus, we are 
reminded that it isn’t always as easy as sitting around with a group of friendly 
people with some money in your pocket asking, “How can we spend this 
money in a way that will bless and help others?”  Sometimes after we’ve said 
yes to Jesus and to sharing in his ministry, we find that there is going to be 



some cost involved and that’s when we experience temptations similar to the 
ones Jesus experienced in the wilderness.   

While I was in my first call at Forest Hills Presbyterian Church in 
Tampa, I was looking for a Sunday school teacher to work with our middle 
schoolers, and I knew just the person so I reached out to him to see if he 
would be willing to accept the call and the opportunity to take on teaching 
the Sunday school class.  I’ll never forget how he responded to me.  He was 
very honest when he told me, “You know, I am a selfish person, and when 
you asked me to do this, I kept thinking about the things I would have to give 
up to do this.”  He had been hearing that voice of the tempter saying, “forget 
middle schoolers!  You serve kids all week! (he was a teacher) Wouldn’t you 
rather take your time getting to church on Sunday?  Don’t you deserve that 
extra time on Sunday morning after working hard all week, and besides, 
you’re going to go to worship.  Shouldn’t God be happy enough with 
that?”  He admitted that he had felt the temptation, but then he told me that 
he didn’t think that was a good reason to say no so he said yes.  I always 
admired him for coming out and saying, “I’m a selfish person,” because I 
don’t think he was unique in feeling what he felt.   It’s the temptation that is 
common to all of us.      

It is true that part of what it means to be on mission is accepting that 
there will likely be some sacrifice involved along the way whether that’s a 
sacrifice of time, or material things and physical comforts, or persecution for 
going against the grain, or whatever it may be, counting the cost is an 
important thing to do, and unlike some spiritual leaders out there who 
promise that God is just waiting to give you every luxury and everything else 
that you’ve ever wanted, Jesus never made those kinds of 
promises.  Instead, Jesus says up front things like, “whoever wants to be my 
disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily.”  

Those are hard words.  Someone who’d had a career in sales once 
told me that my job was basically just a sales job.  I understood why someone 
might say that, but I’ve never thought of preaching as a sales job and when 
I’m preaching that following Jesus and being on God’s mission will involve 
sacrifices and self-denial, you can see why.  It’s not an easy call to accept, 
but I would like to point us to both a challenge and a promise that might help 
us in both saying yes to being on God’s mission and no to the temptations 
that might pull us away from it.  The challenge comes from an insight that 
someone recently shared with me from a sermon on the book of Jonah.   

You probably remember the story.  God called Jonah to go to the 
people of Ninevah to preach a message of repentance, and Jonah did not 
want to do it because he knew that God would be merciful to those cruel, 



terrible, and undeserving people.   After running from God and being 
swallowed by a fish, Jonah finally relented.  He surrendered and did what he 
was called to do and told the people in Ninevah about God, and God showed 
mercy just as Jonah predicted he would.  When you get to the end of the 
book of Jonah, though, Jonah is still just a bitter man, and he’s bitter because 
even though he had gone through the motions of doing what God called him 
to do, he never got past thinking about himself.  There is a scene at the end 
of the book where God causes a vine to grow up and it gives shade to Jonah.  
The next day, God causes the vine to dry up and die and Jonah is mad 
because his shade is gone.  God confronts Jonah saying,  

“Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?” 

“It is,” he said. “And I’m so angry I wish I were dead.” 

10 But the Lord said, “You have been concerned about this plant, 
though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and 
died overnight. 11 And should I not have concern for the great city of 
Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand 
people who cannot tell their right hand from their left—and also many 
animals?” 

It’s such a sad ending to the book, really.  Not for the people of 
Ninevah, but for Jonah.  When God called him to go and reach the people of 
Ninevah, God was inviting Jonah to take an interest in God’s interest, but 
Jonah couldn’t get past his own self-interest long enough to even allow 
himself to become interested in God’s interest.  When God invites us to be 
on God’s mission in this world, we are also being invited to take an interest 
in God’s interest which means when we lay aside our self-interest it frees up 
a space within us for God to fill us with an interest in what matters to God.  
When we think about any personal discomfort we might have to experience 
or any sacrifices we might have to make, yes, we might not like the thought 
of that, but what if instead of thinking of what we’re going to miss out on, we 
think instead about what we get to be involved in? When you think about 
taking up your cross daily in order to share in Jesus’s ministry, remember 
that it’s not just about you or me making personal sacrifices of time, or 
money, or comfort or whatever it is.  It’s about surrendering to God’s larger 
purpose and mission in the world.  That is the challenge then, and this is the 
promise.   

Hebrews 12:1-2 tells us to throw off everything that hinders and the sin 
that so easily entangles and let us run with perseverance the race marked 
out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith.  For 



the joy set before him, he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat 
down at the right hand of the throne of God.  Resisting the devil’s temptations 
and sticking with his yes, and then following through on his yes to God day 
by day cost Jesus in lots of different ways, but what it did not cost was 
joy.  There was joy to be found in his obedience to God and in the daily work 
of loving and serving others, and this can be true for us, too.  What I didn’t 
tell you about the guy who agreed to teach Sunday school is that after he 
said yes, he thanked me on more than one occasion for giving him the 
opportunity to say no to his selfishness and yes to Jesus’s call, and I think 
that was because in saying yes, he found joy.  I’m sure it wasn’t always easy 
to get up and keep his commitment to being there, but when he did it anyway, 
he found joy.  Joy runs deeper than happiness, and it’s not an emotion that 
changes with circumstances.  Scripture tells us it is fruit of the Spirit – 
meaning it is the result of cooperating with the Holy Spirit and obeying Jesus, 
and that is the promise.  Though the way of the cross is not easy, there is 
real joy to be found through obedience to Christ.   

Hebrews 12:2 tells us for the joy set before him Jesus endured the 
cross and in the next verse we’re told to “Consider him who endured such 
opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose 
heart.”  This morning as we gather at Jesus’s table, we are invited to do just 
that.  At the table God confirms the word that has been proclaimed to us.  
Jesus was tempted in every way like we are.  He can sympathize with us as 
we strive to follow him, but where we fail, he did not fail, and he will not fail 
us now as we rely on him for mercy, and grace, and strength.  We can be 
bold and brave, then, as we consider the cost of following Jesus and as we 
recommit ourselves to being on God’s mission.  Amen.   

 
 

 


