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Rev. Janet Doyle 
Elmer Presbyterian Church 
Sunday, February 26, 2023 
Scripture: Matthew 4: 1-11 
 
Sermon: Solitude 
 
 Patrick Morley in his book, The Man in the Mirror, relates the 
lack of a clear sense of priority to a trip to the grocery store on an 
empty stomach without a shopping list. Nearly everything looks 
delicious, and you wander through the aisles without a plan, loading up 
the shopping cart with goodies. After the shock of the bill at the 
checkout, there is the shock of your spouse when you arrive home with 
sacks of snacks and food for only three real meals in the whole bunch! 
(p.163) 

 Life presents us with many options and dozens of ways to use our 
resources, time, abilities, and influence. Without a clear sense of what 
is most important, we can spend it all, and at the end of the day, find 
that we have not taken care of what matters most. 

 Today, we are looking at Jesus’ time in the wilderness. He goes 
into the wilderness just before he was to begin his public ministry and it 
was a time for him to sort out what mattered most and to get a clear 
picture about God’s will for his life. During his wilderness experience, 
Jesus was tempted by wealth, fame, and power to deviate from his 
mission.  

 As we follow Jesus into the wilderness, we can see that we also 
go through wilderness experiences, and it can also be an important 
time of testing our values, looking at what is most important in our life, 
and making decisions about our life’s priorities. 

 Sometimes people who are living with an illness may say, “I have 
learned that what I thought was very important before doesn’t seem 
very important now, and what I took for granted and thought I could put 
off for another day has risen to the top of my list of priorities.” 
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 Wilderness experiences can be painful, but they can also produce 
more spiritual growth than the good times. They can be times of 
learning about ourselves, about God, about what is most important, 
and about where our life is headed.  

 In these forty days of Lent we remember Jesus’ time of testing in 
the wilderness and that we each have our own times of wilderness 
testing.  

 A wilderness experience is usually thought of as a tough time in 
which a believer endures discomfort and trials. A wilderness 
experience is often a time of intense temptation and spiritual attack. It 
can involve a spiritual, financial, or emotional difficulty.  

 There are several biblical examples of people enduring a 
wilderness experience. The people of Israel, in leaving Egypt, 
experienced a miraculous deliverance through the Red Sea but what 
followed was a journey through the wilderness for forty years. Others in 
the Bible include Joseph, Elijah, Job, and the apostle Paul.  

 The wilderness can be an unpleasant place. In life we want 
prosperity, health, and an easy life, but our God, who created the 
garden, also created the wilderness. There will be times of trial and 
pressure, our faith will be tested, but the grace of God will meet us 
even in the wilderness. 

 Missionary Amy Carmichael, who served in India for 55 years and 
wrote over 35 books, knew this truth with her life. She said, “Bare 
heights of loneliness… a wilderness whose burning winds sweep over 
glowing sands, what are they to Him? Even there he can refresh us, 
even there he can renew us.” 

 Our faith, our values, our trust in God and what we believe, are all 
tested in the wilderness. Testing is also called temptation.  In the 
wilderness the temptation is to stray from the values we hold dear, the 
challenge is to hold fast to them and live by them.  

 In the wilderness, the temptation is to take shortcuts, to avoid 
struggle, to find the easy way through. The challenge is to move 
through the struggle and take the hard way.  The right way, the way to 
life, is often the hard and narrow way. (Matthew 7:13-14) The challenge is 
to persevere and move through the struggle even if it is the hard way.  
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 In the wilderness, the temptation is to listen to voices that would 
lead us away from God. So the challenge is to listen to God’s voice 
and to know his voice. Radio, television, social media fill our ears and 
minds with thousands of voices, representing many opinions of what is 
important, what gives meaning and purpose to life. With all these 
voices and noise going through our minds, it is increasingly difficult, 
especially for children and young people, to discern the right from 
wrong and the good from evil. So often the evil that tempts us leads us 
away from God and demands us to give allegiance to someone or 
something other than God.  

 Evil generally presents itself as something good and is generally 
the twisting and turning upside down of something good and life-giving 
into something evil and destructive of life. Money, power, influence, 
sex, security, winning, fame are all good and yet all can be twisted to 
become evil and destructive. 

 In the wilderness, the temptation is to substitute “stuff” in the 
place of God to make us feel better. So the challenge is to live life 
knowing that God is sufficient and will meet our needs. One of the 
great temptations we face is the temptation to always have more. We 
say to ourselves: “Happiness is just around the corner if only we have 
more things, or more wealth, or the finer things of life.” 

 In the wilderness, the temptation is to give up, and the challenge 
is to persevere. In the midst of the temptations and trials we need to do 
what is right, be faithful to God, trust in God, listen to God and love 
others as God loves us. The good news is that God strengthens us to 
meet these challenges.  

 Meeting the challenge of the wilderness experiences helps us to 
get stronger. We struggle with our temptations in the wilderness and 
out of that struggle comes character. James 1: 2-4 tells readers, “My 
brothers and sisters, whenever you face trials of any kind, consider it 
nothing but joy, because you know that the testing of your faith 
produces endurance; and let endurance have its full effect, so that you 
may be mature and complete, lacking in nothing.”  
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 If we pay attention, temptation and wilderness experiences  give 
us opportunities to learn about ourselves. Only if we act on the 
temptation do we create negative consequences for ourselves and 
others.  

 In this season of Lent, we learn from Jesus that we meet the 
challenges of the wilderness by meeting with God daily. When we 
meet with God daily we are more prepared for the challenges of the 
wilderness. 

 Jesus embraced the wilderness as a positive rather than a 
negative experience. We too need to allow God to use our time spent 
in the wilderness as a means of getting to know God in a deeper and 
life-changing way.  Many times in the scripture Jesus returns to the 
wilderness, and so he is showing us that the wilderness is not to be 
avoided but rather should be accepted and embraced as a time to 
learn and grow in our relationship with God.  

 In the chaos of life, it’s easier than ever before to “gain the whole 
world, and yet lose your soul.” How do we stay connected to God in 
this world? Among the ancient practices and spiritual disciplines, 
“silence and solitude” is the number one practice for a relationship with 
Jesus.  It's intentional time in the quiet to be alone with God. In the 
modern era, this just might be the first step to a life of peace. 

 The pattern of Jesus’ life was a habitual seeking out of solitude to 
be with his Father. He withdrew to draw strength and refreshment from 
His Father’s presence. Jesus both arose early and stayed up late in 
order to be by himself in prayer.   

 The wilderness can seem an unlikely place to find God, but if you 
avoid the solitude of the wilderness, you miss out on the blessings of 
God.  If we are going to hear the voice of God, we must be willing to 
listen for God’s “still, small voice.” And if we are going to hear that 
voice, we must be silent. Silence and solitude are essential in our life 
of prayer.  Psalm 62:1 says, “For God alone my soul waits in silence; 
from him comes my salvation.” Allow God to take you to a place where 
your only resource is him.  In solitude with God, he shows you that he 
will provide for you; he will strengthen you, and God will amaze you 
with his loving presence. 
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 We can learn from Jesus’ example. It begins with a desire to get 
away for some time alone with God in prayer at home in your favorite 
chair, taking a walk in a park, riding a bike, or walking on the beach 
and especially when you are in the wilderness.  

 Solitude means you are alone with God, but you shouldn’t feel 
lonely.  It is a purposeful connection with God—speaking, listening, 
and being silent in God’s presence to be filled with his Spirit and 
refreshed in your soul.  

 Philippians 4:19 says, “And my God will meet all your needs 
according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus.” 

 When Jesus was in the wilderness for 40 days, we see in his 
solitude with God there was an intimacy. It helped him gain focus only 
upon God, and the solitude provided freedom to be himself before God 
and solitude involves meditating on the Word of God to guide us and 
teach us.  

 Jim Elliot, the martyred missionary, said, “I think the devil has 
made it his business to monopolize on three elements: noise, hurry, 
crowds. Satan is quite aware of the power of silence.” 

 The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness where he would be 
tempted and tested more severely than you or I ever will. Wilderness 
experiences remind us of our helplessness and ultimate dependence 
on God. God is still at work, even in our darkest wilderness and will be 
with us in our silence and solitude. 

 During these 40 days of Lent in the wilderness, take time to be in 
solitude with Jesus and share your heart with him and he will restore 
your soul. 

 


