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Just the Beginning 

We begin the season of Lent, as we do every year, with the story of Christ’s temptation in the 
wilderness, but this year we begin with the story as told by Mark.  This is not the story that we’re 
all used to, which is the story as told by Matthew and Luke.  It’s not that Mark tells a different 
story, or even a different version of the same story.  It’s just that Mark doesn’t tell much of any 
story at all.  He simply states a fact, that fact being that “He (Jesus) was in the wilderness forty 
days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on him.”  That’s 
it.  That’s all there is to the temptation “story” as told by Mark. 

Unlike the version of the story we all know so well, there’s nothing here about stones being 
turned into bread.  Nothing about Jesus being dared to throw himself off the pinnacle of the 
Temple.  Nothing about his being offered dominion over all the kingdoms of the world.  None of 
that.  Neither are there any of those famous retorts of Jesus to Satan that “one does not live by 
bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  Or “You shall worship the 
Lord your God, and him alone you shall serve.”  Not even “You shall not tempt the Lord your 
God.”  Pretty obviously, these are not just trivial little details that Mark has omitted; they’re what 
we think of as the heart of the story.  So you can’t help but wonder why?  Why didn’t Mark tell 
the whole story? 

One obvious possibility, of course, is simply that Mark didn’t know the whole story, which 
would not be all that surprising.  After all, there’s a great deal of material, both stories about and 
sayings of Jesus, that are found in the much longer gospels of Matthew and Luke that are not 
found in Mark, which is a much shorter gospel for that very reason.  Paul never mentions the 
story either, nor even alludes to it, though given the subject, you’d certainly think he would have, 
had he known the story.  So maybe the story just wasn’t all that well known, and the fact that the 
story as told by both Matthew and Luke is so similar would lead you to believe they both got it 
from one and the same source, a source not available to Mark. 

On the other hand, perhaps Mark did know the story, and having heard what people in the 
church had made of the story, this dramatic story of Jesus and Satan slugging it out in the 
wilderness, maybe he thought the story as it was being told was misleading, that people were 
making of the story something that just wasn’t there, and so taking away from the story the wrong 
impression of what had happened out there in the wilderness.  You can see how that might be.  
Because one can read the story as told by both Matthew and Luke in such dramatic fashion as to 
render everything that follows something of an anti-climax, as if here Jesus had once and for all 
put Satan in his place, so much so that Christ’s ultimate triumph over Satan is all but assured.  If 
so, then while the battle is certainly not done, from this point on, there’s no question as to who 
the eventual winner will be. 
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In fact, that’s exactly how the famous English poet John Milton read this story, and the way 
he then re-tells it even more dramatically in the second of his great epic poems, Paradise Regained.  
For Milton, going on the basis of the story as Luke tells it—Matthew and Luke are pretty much 
the same except for the order of the last two temptations—it’s here in the wilderness with Jesus 
standing firm in the face of the great tempter, that the human race regains the paradise it had lost 
when Adam and Eve gave into temptation in the Garden of Eden.  For Milton, this was it.  This 
is where the victory over sin and death was won, this the climax of the gospel. 

But while that may have been how Milton read the story, it’s clearly not how Mark 
understood it, and why—I’m more and more inclined to suspect—though he did know the story, 
he intentionally played down its significance.  To paraphrase Winston Churchill’s famous 
statement during World War 2, the words printed on the front of your bulletin today, for Mark 
“this was not the end of the story.  It was not even the beginning of the end, though perhaps it 
was the end of the beginning.” 

For Mark, this was just the beginning.  Just the beginning of Jesus’ confrontation with evil and 
all its many faces, just the first of what would be many such battles.  Which is why his one 
sentence description of the story strips it of all drama, because for Mark there was nothing 
particularly dramatic or unusual about Jesus being tempted by Satan and all his minions.  It 
happened every day.  This was simply the first in what would be an ongoing series of battles that 
would not end until Jesus drew his final breath upon the cross. 

Which is why Jesus, unlike all of his disciples, never got carried away by the adulation of the 
crowds, whether early on in the towns of Galilee or later on Palm Sunday, thinking it meant 
somehow that the battle was over and the victory all but won.  Having seen evil face to face out 
there in the wilderness, Jesus knew the battle was far from over, and therefore while the fact that 
he stood firm here was certainly a good thing, it wasn’t exactly cause for a big celebration. 

If that’s how we view the temptation story, as a once and for all victory of Jesus over Satan, 
then we have gotten the wrong impression, and Mark’s version of the story is a useful corrective.  
I think we often times make the same mistake in our own lives, that is to say, we think of 
temptation as some dramatic confrontation that only comes along only once or twice in our lives.  
Now no doubt temptation of that sort does sometime confront us in such fashion, and I suspect 
every one of us could point to a few such moments in our lives.  But temptation comes in all sizes 
and in all guises, and just because we’ve managed to withstand temptation one day doesn’t mean 
that we don’t have anything to worry about the rest of the month.  Temptation comes every day, 
often in little ways.  In fact, it’s very often the little things that trip us up, the little things we don’t 
even think of as temptation because in our eyes they don’t amount to much of anything.  But 
sometimes it’s those little things that day after day mount up to something much bigger. 

Living a truly Christian life doesn’t just mean making a couple of big decisions somewhere 
along the way, though it may mean that on occasion.  But just as importantly, it also means 
making a lot of little decisions every single day, and thereby doing the right thing—and not doing 
the wrong thing—day after day after day.  Not just doing the right thing once with a very 
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dramatic flourish.  You see, as Mark knew full well, the most important you can say about Christ’s 
temptation is not that he stood up that day to Satan, but that he did it again the next day.  And 
the next day.  And the next day.  And the next day. 

And what does that mean for us today?  It means getting those guns off the street, and if we 
don’t succeed today, it means trying again tomorrow.  And if we don’t succeed tomorrow, trying 
again the next day.  And the next day.  And the next day until no parent ever has to get that phone 
call ever again. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever… 


