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When Jesus was baptized by John at the river Jordan, three gospels, Matthew, Mark and Luke all say 
that Jesus was immediately led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested for forty days forty nights. 
Many of us know that story, of how Satan tried to tempt him to turn stone into bread, to throw himself 
off the pinnacle of the temple, and to bow down and worship Satan. 
 
But did it ever occur to you to ask, why did Jesus face a test at the very beginning of his ministry?  Think 
about it!  If you got a new job, you made a new step to do something you had never done before, and 
your first day on the job someone says, “OK, it’s test time!”…you might have something to say about 
that!  “Hey, let me get used to this for a while, let me settle in and learn something before you throw a 
test at me!!!” 
 
On the other hand, maybe it makes sense to have a test at the beginning, to see whether Jesus was 
ready for service.  Certainly the test was not something that demoralized him. Luke’s account says that 
when Jesus went into the wilderness he was filled with the Holy Spirit, and after the wilderness 
experience he went out preaching filled with the power of the Holy Spirit.  Testing was something that 
had to do with him understanding his power.  Testing did not demoralize him, it left him stronger.   The 
temptation wasn’t something that left him feeling, “I need a year to recover from this”…instead it 
empowered him to enter into a public phase of his ministry.  It solidified his identity as God’s son. 
 
When we think about Jesus being tested, we usually think of the forty days in the wilderness, but was 
that it for testing for Jesus? When you read the gospels you find many people came to test Jesus.  They 
asked him for a sign, they asked him whether people could get divorced for any reason, they wondered 
whether should pay taxes, they asked him which commandment was the greatest.  They tried to trip him 
up, catch him unawares…but no matter what they asked, Jesus was ready. 
 
Other times too, were tests for Jesus, even if the word “test” isn’t used.  When the woman was caught 
in adultery, and they are gathered with stones in their hand to kill her;  Jesus has to think of something 
to do or say to save that woman from that mob .  He crouches down and draws in the dirt, he is thinking.  
And he passes that test, he saves that woman from the mob.  Or when he overhears the disciples 
arguing over which one of them is the greatest.  This is not at the beginning of his time with them, this is 
near the end.  It would have been so easy for Jesus to lose it, “After all this time, you are arguing over 
this, have you not listened to one word that I’ve said to you???”  But it’s a test, and Jesus finds a creative 
and kind way to make his point, using a child to teach them. 
 
Whenever there was resistance to Jesus, it was a test.  People pushing him and pushing him, and he had 
to decide how hard to push back.  When to back off and when not to back off.   
 
Think about your muscles, your muscles need resistance to grow strong.  If you are in a weightless 
environment, like in space,  you hardly use them at all and they start to waste away because there is no 
gravity.  Nothing weighs anything, Chris Hatfield could have lifted an elephant in space, if there was an 
elephant there.  There is no resistance, no test for your muscles.   



 
Now if all you want to do in your life is lay in bed and have people serve you, then maybe not having any 
muscles is fine; but if you want to accomplish something, then you had better prepare your muscles. 
 
If you want to run a marathon, for example, you put your muscles to the test many times before 
marathon day.  You see if your leg muscles can run 5 km, or 10 km.  You test your mind in the same way, 
do you have the mental stamina to keep running, to not give up even when your body is in pain, and you 
want to lie down more than anything in the world?  After testing  yourself and testing yourself, then you 
are ready to face the supreme test  you’ve set for yourself of running a marathon. 
 
I think about Jesus.  The supreme test he faced was being arrested and humiliated and tortured on the 
cross.  Why didn’t he just start with that?  Why not get baptized, get arrested and killed, and then have 
his public ministry, his teaching time after he had risen from the dead?   
 
I think Jesus needed years to prepare for the test he would face on the cross.  What kind of moral 
muscles  did it take for him to not respond with anger when Judas came with the soldiers.  To call this 
traitor, “Friend”?  What did it take for Jesus not to fly into a rage when they shackled him, when they 
mocked him…he who had come to earth to show only love?  What kind of muscle did it show to allow 
himself to be crucified, to not call out for help, to not change his mind, to not perform a miracle to save 
himself?     
 
Jesus was a human being like us, in order to accomplish something big, he had to go through many small 
steps to train for that important task.   
 
It shouldn’t surprise us that as followers of Jesus we will also be tested.   The Psalm we read today talks 
about God testing us, trying us as silver is tried.    Silver would be melted in a refiner’s fire, a very hot 
fire, and the different types of metal would separate.  It’s a strong image, an image of testing. 
 
The verse from James 1 reads, “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.” 
 
Endurance, testing.  Think about when you were a kid.  If absolutely everything went your way every 
single time, if there was no tests, or difficulties, how would you learn about life?  
 
I know as a parent, it was hard to see Alex’s team lose a hockey game, to lose it badly.  But I knew as a 
parent that losing is part of the learning process.  It can help build compassion for other kids who lose, it 
can help spur you on to try harder.  It helps you find your place in the world.  Facing the test of defeat is 
important to develop your muscles as a sportsmanlike athlete. 
 
Or think about the testing we face when our bodies are stressed.  When a baby is hungry they cry and 
cry until they are fed.  Even when children are toddlers or just beginning school, if for some reason they 
haven’t been able to eat, they get cranky, they get grumpy, they act out.  And we often excuse their 
behaviour, we look at each other and say, “Oh, they are just so hungry…”  But gradually, as kids get 
older, it’s not an excuse anymore.  A teenager starts being cranky because supper is late, and the 
mother is more likely to say, “Deal with it.” rather than “Oh, they are just so hungry…”    Facing hunger is 
a test….can I be kind and reasonable even when my stomach is hurting and I have a headache?  
Maturity, strength of character involves being able to be consistent even under pressure. 



 
Another type of pressure we face, that is a type of test, is when people are unkind to us.  Many of us can 
manage to be kind to people who are kind to us, but can we be kind to people who are not kind to us?  
Can we be kind when others around us are losing their humanity? Can we be kind at great risk to 
ourselves?  That is why the story of Dirk Willems is so powerful.  He was kind not when it was easy to do 
so, but he was kind when it was hard, when there was a great deal at stake.  When his very life was at 
stake.  His kindness was tested that day on the ice, and it was strong. 
 
This week I’ve been reading about someone who faced a great deal of testing.  His name was Jackie 
Robinson.  He was the first African American to break the colour barrier in Major League Baseball.  For 
decades, and up until the 1940’s there was a Negro baseball league for black players and black fans, and 
there was a white baseball league, that black people were not allowed to play in.   
 
In the mid-1940’s the president and general manager of the Brooklyn Dodgers, Branch Rickey, decided 
that it was time for Negro players to join the major leagues, that segregation should end.  He sent scouts 
out looking for the person who he would choose to do this, a person to begin an experiment to see 
whether the major league could handle this. They eventually settled on Jackie Robinson.   
 
Branch Rickie had a long talk with Jackie, explaining how hard this was going to be, how he was going to 
get abuse from his own teammates, from the opposition, from fans, from people who owned hotels and 
restaurants as the team travelled; he was going to face abuse from so many people.  What was very 
important, was that he not fight back.  Branch Rickey knew that Robinson would be blamed for any fight 
that happened.   
 
Jackie Robinson listened to Branch and finally said, “Are you looking for someone who is afraid to fight 
back?”  Branch told him it was just the opposite, “I’m looking for someone with guts enough not to fight 
back.”  Branch needed someone who could focus on the game and just be a great player.  Branch Rickie 
was a Methodist, and so was Jackie.  One of Jackie’s mentors had been  a minister, who helped him at 
key points in life.  Branch asked  Jackie whether he had the courage to  “turn the other cheek” whenever 
he was abused.   Jackie said he was ready to  do this.  He had the goal of playing major league baseball, 
and opening this up for all black players. 
 
Branch didn’t just plop Jackie into the Brooklyn Dodgers line-up.  Jackie had never played  baseball at 
that level,  so he was sent to their farm team that played in Montreal.  He wanted to see how Jackie 
would stand up to pressure and abuse.  Jackie passed that test and a few months later, he was signed to 
the Brooklyn Dodgers and given the number 42. 
 
There were many on the Brooklyn Dodgers team who were not happy about this.  Some of the Brooklyn 
players got a petition together to say that they wouldn’t play with Jackie.  Branch told them that if they 
wanted to transfer out of his team, he would accommodate them, but Jackie was staying.   
 
While integration of different peoples was common in the north, in the south there were laws, called 
Jim Crow laws, which made it illegal for black people and white people to be together.  They had to eat 
in different restaurants, use different toilets, swim on different beaches, go to different schools.   If they 
rode on the same bus, the black people had to sit at the back, away from the white people.   And so 
people brought up in that segregated life especially found it very hard to think of African Americans as 
even human.  When the travelled to the south to play, Jackie wasn’t allowed to stay in the same hotels 



as the white players, restaurants didn’t want to serve him.  Black fans who came to watch were 
segregated from the white fans, with different entrances and bleachers. 
 
But abuse did not just come from the south, even in the north there was so much racism. Fans booed 
Jackie when he appeared on the field.  They heckled him.  They yelled racist things at him, continually, 
all the time.   
 
Jackie received death threats.  People wrote him saying they would kill him, they would kill his wife, they 
would kidnap his son. The police and the FBI had to keep an eye out for Jackie’s safety. 
 
And Jackie suffered abuse on the field too.  In the first season,  Jackie had the major league record for 
number of times that he was hit by a pitcher with the ball…pitchers hit him seven times with the ball 
that season.  (and players did not wear batting helmets in those days!) 
  
Over and over Jackie was tested…would he freak out?  Would he yell and make a huge scene? Would he 
scream back obscenities?  Would he physically attack someone who was harassing him and his family?  
Week after week, month after month, he remembered his promise to Branch Rickie to turn the other 
cheek, to just concentrate on playing baseball.   
 
And he could play baseball.  He could play baseball fabulously.   He had become a valuable member of 
the team, getting hits, home runs, and lots and lots of stolen bases. 
 
At one game against the Phillies, the Philadelphia team and its general manager were yelling racial slurs 
at Jackie, saying horrible things about his wife and trying to provoke him.  It was so appalling, that his 
team mates came to his defence, yelling back at the Phillies to be quiet.  Jackie was their team-mate and 
they couldn’t just stand by as he was abused right in front of them.  He would not defend himself, and 
so they stood up for him.  Even though the team wasn’t that keen on accepting Jackie, they couldn’t 
stand by and see him get abused. 
 
At one game in Cincinnati the fans were heckling and booing Jackie incessantly.  The captain of Jackie’s 
team,  PeeWee Reese, finally had enough, and he went over to Jackie to talk to him, and he put his arm 
around Jackie’s shoulder, and just stood there talking to him. This act of solidarity between the team-
mates silenced the crowd.  
 
Jackie Robinson’s ability to turn the other cheek was very significant.  And it wasn’t just him. Black fans 
turned out in huge numbers to watch major league games.  In some stadiums they were still segregated.  
Clergy and other community leaders counselled fans not to react to the racial taunts, not to fight.   
Opponents of including black players, said that it would never work.  They said that black and white fans 
could not be in the same stadiums because there would be riots.  The fact that Jackie played and there 
were no major incidents, broke the colour barrier for other players and soon the Negro league was no 
longer needed, because the way was open for white and black players to play together. 
 
How could Jackie stand all that abuse?  It came from moral character.  Jackie knew who he was, he had 
worth and dignity before God, and he knew that nothing anyone could say to him could change that.  He 
did get angry, he found it very hard not to defend himself and yell back at those who yelled at him; but 
he looked at the goal of integration, and he knew it was best accomplished by turning the other cheek.  
This was a test.  Jackie Robinson was a test, and he passed it, and opened the way for all the other black 
players after him.   



 
Jackie is always remembered, in fact on April 15, which is Jackie Robinson Day in Major League Baseball, 
when all players wear the number 42, to remember Jackie’s courage and legacy.  The number 42 is 
retired from all teams in baseball, in honour of Jackie’s accomplishment. 
 
Jackie accomplished so much, but he was tested very deeply, and he stood the test. 
 
I was struck by the verses from I Peter 4:  Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that is taking 
place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.  
 
It’s like the writer is reading my mind here, because I am always surprised when ordeals or tests happen.  
I think we all are.  I remember talking to a man once who was complaining bitterly about a co-worker 
who was making his life miserable.  His job was perfect except for this one fly in the ointment, this one 
person who was so unpleasant and so difficult.   Maybe that man was a test; sure, you can perform well 
when everyone is nice to you, but can you perform well when you face resistance?  Do you have enough 
character to shine even in those conditions? 
 
For another person it’s someone in their family.  Their family is great except for this one person who no 
one can get along with.  Or maybe the test or ordeal is not a person but a physical problem being faced, 
chronic pain or a disability.  For another person a test comes in the form of financial troubles or 
unemployment.  Tests can take all shapes and sizes. 
 
Now I’m not of the opinion that God manufactures and sends out tests ; God standing in heaven with a 
bunch of cancer diagnoses that he’s going to hand out to people who need to be tested.  I don’t believe 
God sends bad things.  But things happen on earth, whether because things happen, or because 
sometimes people do bad things to each other.  And God does not prevent these bad things from 
happening to us.   God can take these bad things and make us stronger. 
 
I wonder what the test is that you are facing now.  Is it something you complain about, someone you 
spend a lot of time resenting?   I wonder if you can start to think about this as an opportunity, a place 
for you to strengthen your moral muscles.  Standing strong in the face of adversity is a place where we 
turn to God, a place where our identity is forged. 
 
I know it’s hard to do that.  I know for myself these last five years or so, there have been hard things that 
have happened to us.  And it’s easy to complain or to say, “Why me?” or wonder angrily why life is hard.  
Especially when you compare yourself to other people who are not facing the problems you are facing.  
But where does resentment get me?  Where does complaining get me?  Where does thinking “poor 
me!” get me? 
 
These verses challenge me to focus on God.  God is doing something in my life, God can use anything, 
any hardship, to help me.  Why do I need to be tested?  Why do we need to be tested?  We don’t know, 
we can’t see the future.  But we can trust that God is preparing us now to face whatever we need to 
face in the future.  In being tested, we are only following in the footsteps of Jesus.  We know that we are 
not alone,  
Hebrews 2:18 
Because he himself was tested by what he suffered, he is able to help those who are being tested.  
 
Let’s pray: 



Lord you know the tests that each one here is facing.  Open our eyes to see our misfortunes as tests, as 
chances to test our muscles, as chances for us to turn to you for help.  Thank you that you are always 
there, and that you can help us pass the test.   In the name of Jesus we pray,  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


