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I N T R O D U C T I O N

LESSONS ON CALLING 
FOR LIFE IN THE WORLD

When the Father calls you by name, there is always a threefold 
challenge that follows—a challenge to your identity, a challenge to 
your belovedness, and a challenge to your purpose. 

That challenge comes from somewhere, from a spiritual foe who 
is the embodiment of evil, an enemy whose singular goal is to get 
you lost in the wilderness—lost about who you are (your identity), 
whose you are (your belovedness), and what you are for (your 
purpose).

I began to follow Christ during my high school years, spurred 
on by the encouragement and prayers of family members, a few 
faithful teachers, and some precious and discerning Christian 
friends.

I was loved to life in those early years of walking with Jesus. I 
vibrantly felt my faith, fresh and growing, at work in my bones. 
The Spirit was conforming me to Jesus, even while I slept. I expe-
rienced sonship, an abiding and quieting awareness of my identity 
as a child of God, and my purpose that flowed from that relation-
ship of love. In those days, I experienced the heart-conquering and 
winsome affection of God, and a strange lifting of heavy weights 
that had been oppressing my spirit. 
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I gave everything I had to follow Jesus; it seemed the only fitting 
response to such great love. There have been many delightful 
days and dark nights since then. One would think, having experi-
enced such astounding acceptance, affirmation, and blessing—in 
such a profound way, for so many decades—that I would never 
look back.

But in the wilderness seasons of life, when we feel lost and aban-
doned, we sometimes look back.

AFTER THE BLESSING COMES THE TEMPTATION

I looked back, many times over the decades of my life. I looked 
back when the going got tough, when the emotions ran dry, or 
when a whisper—a beautiful but evil whisper—asked me “if” I 
was actually precious to God. 

It goes something like this: If you are precious to God, then why is this 
happening to you? 

When one is in the midst of a protracted season of suffering, 
despair over our situation, or affliction with a chronic illness, 
that “if” seems to ring louder than all the worship songs one has 
ever sung. 

If.

The battle to get us to look back begins the day we first embrace 
our identity, our belovedness, our purpose, our vocation—spoken 
to us intimately by the Father. As soon as that happens, as soon 
as love floods our soul and we say yes to the name God gives us, 
there is a satanic presence lurking in the background, waiting for 
an “opportune time” (Luke 4:13) to woo us away.
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When and what are those opportune times? Moments of vulner-
ability, insecurity, pain, success, failure, insufficiency, pride, 
unbelief, confusion, despair, lust, greed, or revenge.

And, if we let our enemy, our adversary, the one the Bible calls 
“the satan”—meaning “the adversary”—(I will refer to our enemy 
that biblical way throughout this book) draw us away from our 
true name before God, we will go down a slow track of confusion, 
disorientation, and even self-hatred and self-destruction.

The ancient spoke of the two ways, the path to life and the path 
to death (Deut. 30:19; Ps. 16:11). For every person, that path to 
death begins the day we believe even a single word the devil speaks. 
It begins the day we listen to the enemy’s voice, without a heaven-
powered refusal addressing the voice immediately and head-on. 
Listening to the evil one’s voice, both metaphorically and literally, 
is suicide. It all begins with one temptation left unanswered.

JESUS IN THE WILD

Since the time of my conversion, more than forty years ago now, 
I have been fascinated by the story of Jesus in the wilderness in 
Luke 4:1–14.

I have always felt there was more to that story than met the eye. 
I’ve heard myriad messages on those verses, and I’ve preached on 
that passage many times throughout the decades. I’ve spent hours 
reflecting on not only the passage, but also on what it means for 
Jesus to have been the one to pass on this story to his disciples (and 
all who would follow them). After all, no one else was with Jesus in 
the desert to record it; Jesus must have shared this profound expe-
rience with his followers, most probably to equip them for their 
own challenges ahead.
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JESUS IN THE WILD

LUKE 4:1–14 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into 
the wilderness, where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He 
ate nothing during those days, and at the end of them he was hungry. 

The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, 
tell this stone to become bread.” 

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread alone.’” 

The devil led him up to a high place and showed him in an instant 
all the kingdoms of the world. And he said to him, “I will give you 
all their authority and splendor; it has been given to me, and I can 
give it to anyone I want to. If you worship me, it will all be yours.” 

Jesus answered, “It is written: ‘Worship the Lord 
your God and serve him only.’” 

The devil led him to Jerusalem and had him stand on the 
highest point of the temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he 

said, “throw yourself down from here. For it is written: 

“‘He will command his angels concerning you  
to guard you carefully;  

they will lift you up in their hands,  
so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.’” 

Jesus answered, “It is said: ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 

When the devil had finished all this tempting, 
he left him until an opportune time. 

Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news 
about him spread through the whole countryside.
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CONSIDER THIS

Life is more wild than tame, more surprising than predictable—
and God works within this mystery.

Consider, with me, the following word groups. Group  1: tame, 
predictable, comfortable, safe, sustainable, content, peaceful, reliable, 
sure, rest. Group  2: wild, unpredictable, uncomfortable, dangerous, 
unsustainable, adventurous, alert, surprising, unsure, restless.

Which group of words is more immediately attractive to you? 

If you are like me, I would like to say that Group  2 is more 
appealing; it feels more noble and more adventurous to do so. But, 
to be honest, I need to say that Group 1 really has my heart. Having 
my heart, it also has my bank account, my relational patterns, and 
the lion’s share of my daily choices. 

Why choose the wild and unpredictable when the tame and 
comfortable is right there beside it?

Are you heavily invested in creating a Group 1 life—a life that is 
tame, predictable, peaceful, sustainable, and sure? Do your habits 
reflect it? Does your job reflect it? Do your relationships and the 
way you handle them reflect it?

Now, here comes the big question: Does the way you follow Jesus 
reflect it?

Even those who have mastered their mechanisms for controlling 
their lives find the experience from birth to death wild—untamed, 
unruly, unpredictable, and downright inhospitable at moments. 
Life in motion overtakes our best-laid plans, our best-planned 
futures, and can lead those plans into chaos without frequent 
intervention and constant maintenance. 
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If you are like some of my acquaintances over the years, you may 
choose a highly controlled life with little risk and tightly managed 
relationships. But even for them—surprises. Pandemics. Social 
unrest. Political upheaval. Personal crises. Prisons of the heart, 
mind, and body—so many challenges break through and touch the 
most heavily fortified soul.

But along the way of growing up in Christ—and by that I mean 
the long growing up that takes decades and sculpts the spirit—we 
make a discovery.

Life is, by nature, unpredictable. It is what we will call “wild.” It is 
when life is unpredictable that we most quickly discover who God 
is and who we are in him. 

Thomas Merton, when speaking of the early desert fathers—those 
who chose a wild and unpredictable life when the empire became 
Christianized—wrote: “What the fathers sought most of all was 
their true self, in Christ. And in order to do this, they had to reject 
completely the false, formal self, fabricated under social compul-
sion ‘in the world.’”4 

The Holy Spirit does an incredible work in us when things feel 
most precarious, unsafe, and unpredictable. The Spirit reveals to 
us, and affirms, our calling. No, we don’t all have to run away from 
the empire of the world in order to find our calling, but we do 
need to recognize that drifting into acceptance of the status quo 
can slowly, but surely, kill us.

Another word for calling—or invitation from God to partici-
pate with him uniquely as we truly are in the world—is vocation. 

4. Thomas Merton, The Wisdom of the Desert (Trappist, KY: The Abbey of 
Gethsemani, Inc., 1960), 5–6.
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Vocation, from the Latin word vocare, means “to call.” In the wild, 
in the unpredictable and ever-changing, we are listening hard for 
the voice of God. And when we are listening hard, often because it 
is hard, we hear the voice of God. And that makes all the difference.

The wild is a place of naked encounter with God and ourselves. 
It is the place we never want to go—but we choose to go there 
because the Spirit has led us there and we are not content to 
remain as we are.

In Luke  4:1–14, Jesus enters that place of the wild, the unpre-
dictable, the isolated, for a purpose—a vocational purpose. It is 
a dangerous place for him to be—but as we will see, it is the right 
place. And if it was the right place for him, for a time and for an 
eternal purpose, the wild is the right place for us for times and 
purposes in our lives that are yet to be discovered.

God can be encountered anywhere. The wild, in its unruliness, 
in its lack of clear promise, with its sense of missed or averted 
destiny, is a unique place of encounter and formation for the 
follower of Christ.

With Jesus, let’s enter the wilderness, led by the Spirit.

THE PRAYER

Lord of the Wild, we sense the possibility that is in store for 
us if we take this season to walk with you into the revelation 
that awaits us in the story of your testing in the wilderness. 
Open our hearts to hear your Spirit’s voice, to be led by the 
Spirit into an encounter with you that ends in your love and 
power being more fully manifest in our lives and in a new 
clarity of our vocation in you. In Jesus’s name, amen.
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THE QUESTIONS

• Have you experienced the wild in recent weeks? If 
so, how has the unpredictability, the lack of control 
you’ve felt, revealed where your faith is really at? 
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JESUS

LUKE 4:1 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, left the Jordan and was 
led by the Spirit into the wilderness . . . 

CONSIDER THIS

Jesus is the name his Father in heaven gave him; and to the 
Hebrews, a name means everything.

What is known as the wilderness of Israel—the wild, unruly, and 
untamed barren land of this part of the world—is devoid of life, 
food, and water. 

The wild was a dangerous place to be. Into the wilderness of 
testing, armed with only the name and vocation his Father had 
affirmed at his baptism, Jesus went.

Jesus. Humans need salvation. Look at what we do to ourselves, 
to one another. These hearts and their tears need resolve, drying, 
healing. We live. We love. We desire. We dream. We also kill. We 
hate. We lust. We create nightmares from our desire to shape the 
world according to our own designs. As Augustine explained it, 
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our desires are disordered,5 and we fail ourselves and others when 
we try to live without a Savior at work within us.

Into this world, yours and mine, a Savior comes—a representative 
human. He models, in heart, in mind, in body, in purpose, what 
it means to live the truly good life. In his shining model, we see 
virtues that stand in stark contrast to the vices given sacred status 
by the world.

Jesus, the “Lord saves,” is the Savior given to us. He will face it 
all, all the horrors of the heart that we face as children of Adam 
and Eve, and will do it without breaking covenant with the Creator 
(Heb. 4:15). He will do, in his test in the wilderness, what Israel 
could not on its own.

Flesh and blood, Jesus moved in the world, grew up in a family, 
and became a young man. Then, in his thirties, he makes his move. 
Showing up at the baptismal waters of John, Jesus gets his business 
card from the Father.

“When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. 
And as he was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit 
descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came 
from heaven: ‘You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well 
pleased’” (Luke 3:21–22).

“You are my Son”—Jesus’s core identity and vocation is clear: to 
live as a Son in perfect covenant communion with his Father. Jesus 
knows who he is.

“Whom I love”—Jesus receives, at the beginning of his ministry, a 
word of affection and belovedness that will feed him the rest of his 
life. Jesus knows whose he is.

5. Augustine, Confessions 4. 10.15.






