
Matthew 4:1-23 

Today’s long passage depicts the beginning of Jesus’ ministry as described by Matthew the 

Evangelist. First Jesus is tempted in the desert for 40 days. He’s hungry, uncomfortable and 

tired and yet doesn’t give in to Satan. Interestingly, the last temptation sees Satan offer the 

kingdoms of the world to Jesus if he bows down to him. This implies that the kingdoms of 

this world belong to Satan. I wouldn’t go too far with it as I still firmly believe that the world 

belongs to God who created it, loves it and cares for it. However, the corruption is present 

in the world and there’s a significant element in the world which is not of God. Jesus’ 

response to this claim of Satan is worth pondering for our own lives – he remains in the 

world as we will discover just in a moment and yet he focuses entirely on God and his will 

for that world. He refuses Satan’s offer and instead worships and serves God only – in this 

world. 

Jesus’ ministry is prompted then by the arrest of his second cousin John the Baptist. The 

place is dangerous, so Jesus withdraws. Just like the wise men a few weeks back returned 

home by a different route to avoid meeting Herod again. Just like Joseph went to Egypt 

shortly after instead of going back to Nazareth to avoid the killing spree of Herod.  

However, Jesus doesn’t withdraw to a secluded and safe place. Instead he goes to Galilee of 

the Gentiles, to Capernaum, a bustling trading centre, on the main trading route between 

Damascus and Egypt. A cross section of the society is present there: Jews, Romans, Greeks. 

A proper melting pot of cultures, languages and patterns of thinking. In many ways our lives 

are like that too – a melting pot of different influences: be it people, situations, politics, 

economy, life events. All that shapes us, all of that can be used by God to take us a step 

closer to himself. 

Jesus then removes himself from danger – his time will come later – but he remains firmly in 

the thick of it. He goes where the people are, where the action is, where the need is.  

The message he preaches is ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’ Jesus 

knows something new and exciting is brewing. God is on the move. ‘Repent’ means ‘think 

again’ or ‘change your mind’. Jesus doesn’t want people to miss God on the move just 

because they are stuck in their old ways of thinking. Does that sound familiar? We live in a 

time of huge changes – religious, political and social. God is on the move and he’s making 

things new. Can we repent, can we think again, can we open our minds and hearts in order 

not to miss this new thing? Can we instead be part of this God-led movement enfolding 

right in front of our own eyes? Can we help others catch the vision of God’s kingdom 

breaking into this world, a different way of seeing, thinking and living? 

Maybe God has always been on the move, but we missed it. After all, to Moses’ question in 

Exodus: ‘Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your fathers has sent 

me to you,” and they ask me, “What is his name?” Then what shall I tell them?’ God replies: 

‘I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: “I am has sent me to you.”’ Who 

is that God who is? We certainly don’t know him as a God that sits down on his bum with 

arms neatly folded and waiting for things to happen. The God we know right through the 



Bible is an active God who works, rules, is. God is never done – he’s always active, always 

loving, always caring, always in new ways too.  

Perhaps that’s why the verb used to say ‘repent’ expresses a present continuous action: ‘be 

repenting’. Just like God, we can never be done. There’s always more to open our minds and 

hearts to, always more to learn, always more to do.  

We pray for this every week too when we say: ‘Your will be done, on earth as in heaven.’ 

We’re not just praying for God to come down and sort out the world’s ills. We’re offering 

ourselves to his service. It’s a constant reminder to us that there is always more to be done 

– with God in the heart of it but in the world, which can often be such a lost, dark and scary 

place that can easily corrupt us and the way we think and act.  

We always need to remember therefore to keep God in the centre of it – worship and serve 

him only. Recently someone asked me for help. I in turn tried to enlist the help of a few 

other Christians. One said yes instantly and did help. Another two said: ‘As a Christian 

charity we need to be careful who we help!’ Do we really? Jesus didn’t ask whether people 

were deserving, reputable or worthy of his time and effort. And once, when he did, he was 

immediately rebuffed by a Canaanite woman who told him: ‘Even the dogs eat the crumbs 

that fall from their master’s table.’ Ouch! Jesus certainly got the point and helped her by 

healing her daughter. To give them their due, the two Christians I referred to 

repented/thought again and did help in the end. It was just their initial reaction that made 

me cringe and boil with rage. 

When we enter a relationship with God, as Danielle, Ally and Nora did today, we enter a 

relationship with his people, the Church. We become a family. All other ties get loosed and 

we become part of this new entity. The first fishermen Jesus called to be his disciples left 

their families, their jobs, their homes and their friends to follow Jesus. Becoming a member 

of God’s community means we leave everything behind, every consideration, every thought, 

every commitment – we repent/think again about all of them and follow Jesus.  

The new community has Jesus at its centre. The first churches kept on calling themselves a 

family or a household of God or of faith. That familial tie was maybe more understandable 

and automatic as first Christians met in house-churches. How many people can you fit 

around your table? 15? That was your new church family that ate and learned together in a 

facilitated conversation around the table. That domestic setting helped people appreciate 

that they are now a family in Jesus. In such a setting it’s easier to grasp how trust in Jesus 

translates into daily living as you would speak about your daily living with your house-

church. We don’t do that in bigger churches and therefore we lose some of the authenticity 

and accountability. It’s so much easier to screen yourself from people with their needs 

behind an impersonal or impertinent e-mail. It’s different when you sit around a table and 

talk life with your fellow Christians. 

When you have that back-up of a Christian community sharing life together it’s easier to go 

out to the Galilee of the Gentiles and muck in in godly ways. In the twenty first century 

Kirkwall, how can we keep focused on God in order to then go out and make a difference in 

the world? Today I’d like to encourage us all to find the answer and be the answer. Amen. 


