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Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. John would 
have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” But Jesus 
answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” 
Then he consented. And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, 
suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove 
and alighting on him. And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom 
I am well pleased.” 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He 
fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. The tempter came and said 
to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But he 
answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from 
the mouth of God.’” Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of 
the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 
‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so 
that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’” Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do 
not put the Lord your God to the test.’” Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and 
showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; and he said to him, “All these I 
will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! 
for it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” Then the devil left him, and 
suddenly angels came and waited on him. 
 

Many new Christians, especially adult ones, say that after they have given 

their lives to Jesus Christ, they immediately feel a great unburdening. That is 

because new believers, especially adult ones, rarely make a decision to take Jesus 

Christ as Lord and Savior because everything in their lives is great. They come to 

Christ because they are broken or sad or in deep pain. Back in the early ’70’s, I 

served as the Youth Minister at Graham Christian in Bluefield, Virginia, a small, 

impoverished coal mining town deep in the heart of Appalachia. The senior minister 

was named Jack Musick. Jack was a recovering alcoholic, a former truck driver 

who had been raised as a Primitive Baptist, a version of Pentecostalism, and his 

emotional sermons were deeply rooted in the faith of his boyhood. He desperately 
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wanted people to be saved. Every Sunday, at the end of the service, after his 

sermon, Jack would issue the call of discipleship, and we would sing verse after 

verse of “Just As I Am” until someone came down the aisle to make a confession of 

faith, or to publicly renew their faith, or to join the church. 

Just as I am, without one plea, 

But that thy blood was shed for me 

And that bids’t me come to thee, 

O Lamb of God, I come, I come. 

 Sometimes we would go through twelve stanzas of “Just As I Am,” at which 

point some exasperated pillar of the church would come down the aisle just so we 

could all leave and go eat lunch. But more often, the people who came down the 

aisle were weeping. It was people from the hollows and the trailer parks who Jack 

especially sought out, people who were barely subsisting or dealing with the latest 

in a series of crises: their job in the coal mine was gone, or their husbands or wives 

had left them, or their children were in trouble, or the bank was foreclosing, or they 

had gotten drunk, gotten in a fight and disgraced themselves. For whatever reason, 

they came down the aisle because they truly believed that taking Jesus Christ as 

Lord and Savior would change their lives and their circumstances. 

They were right to believe that. When people, especially adults, sincerely and 

truly take Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, something happens. Maybe for the first 

time, they believe that they are loved and trust that they are forgiven. They come to 

think that maybe their future is not predetermined by their past. They trust and 

believe that the Lord Jesus will accept them and love them, “just as they are, 

without one plea.” Those who were baptized truly experienced it as a great 

cleansing, a new beginning, being born again. 

*** 
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Jesus’ own ministry began with his baptism by John in the River Jordan. John 

had been calling people to repentance so that they would be spiritually prepared for 

the coming of the Lord. If they were not prepared—if they had repented of their 

sins and prayed for forgiveness—the coming of the Lord would not be an advent, 

but an onslaught. 

“I baptize you with water for repentance,” John said, “but one who is more 

powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will 

baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he 

will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the 

chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” 

 Many lives were transformed by what John’s preaching. Many people, 

understandably frightened by what the future portended, wanted to be on the right 

side of the Lord when he came. And so, they came in droves.  After they had 

repented, John baptized them in the Jordan River as a sign that their sins had been 

washed away. 

One day, Jesus came to be baptized. John tried to demur—he thought Jesus 

should baptize him. But Jesus insisted he must be baptized “in order of fulfill all 

righteousness.” And so it happened. As Jesus rose from the waters, the heavens 

opened up and he beheld the Spirit of God descending and alighting upon him, 

while a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am 

well pleased.” 

Of course, this begs the question: if John was offering baptism for the 

forgiveness of sins, why did the sinless Son of God need to be baptized? Because he 

chose to place himself among the great cavalcade of the brokenhearted and guilt-

ridden. Sinless himself, Jesus took his place among the sinners. He took his place 

among us. 
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It was a turning point in the chronology of the universe. At his baptism, Jesus 

of Nazareth knew who he was: the Son of God, anointed by the Holy Spirit. Did the 

great party commence? Did champagne flow? Did the skies fill with fireworks? No. 

As soon as Jesus was baptized, the Spirit of God drove him into the wilderness, 

where the pain, the temptation and the doubt began. By the end of 40 days, Jesus 

was starving. He was alone. And then the devil came. 

Over the years, I’ve had a fair number of people tell me that as soon as they 

took Christ as Lord and Savior, there was, at first, deep peace and quiet joy. But 

then, soon after, mysterious mishaps began to befall them. These weren’t the 

mishaps with which they were familiar: the consequences of bad choices. These 

were strange, perplexing. They would wonder, What’s going on? I thought that life 

was going to be easier. And now, it’s gotten harder, for reasons I don’t understand, 

for reasons that aren’t of my doing. 

In some of those instances of undeserved, inexplicable suffering, what’s going 

on is the devil. If you receive Christ as Lord and Savior, you’ve just become a 

target. On a much smaller scale, it’s a replication of what happened to Jesus. After 

the spiritual exultation of his baptism, there was the painful reality of the 

wilderness. After weeks of hunger and loneliness had gnawed away at Jesus, the 

devil appeared on the scene. 

Evil doesn’t start off big and ugly. It starts off small and appealing. It offers us 

something we think we would like, something that initially seems harmless. There’s 

a story about how the devil tried to tempt a young Hollywood lawyer into selling 

his soul. Because the deal involved a lawyer, the devil knew there had to be a 

contract. In order to entice him to sign, the devil arranged for him to become a 

member at an exclusive country club with a fabulous golf course. He got him 

special invitations to parties with the most beautiful women and the most famous 
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celebrities. Doors opened up for him that had never opened up before; he was on 

the A-list at every sparkling social event and he had a long line of famous and 

wealthy clients. The young lawyer thought, “Wow, if I get all this before I even 

sign on the dotted line, imagine what I’ll get after I do.” So, with thoughts of luxury 

beyond compare and riches beyond the dreams of Croesus, he signed on the dotted 

line and as soon as he did so was swept away to a place where everything was hot 

and ugly and dark. He saw the devil leering at him and asked, “Why did you do 

that? You were so nice to me before.” The devil said, “Then you were a prospect. 

Now you’re a member of the firm.” When the devil tempts us, we’re prospects. But 

what he really wants is for us to be a member of the firm. 

The devil started slowly with Jesus. He knew that Jesus’ divinity was 

shrouded in his humanity, which meant that after 40 days he was starving, sweat-

stained and mired in grime. Remember that at his baptism, the Holy Spirit had 

fallen on Jesus, and a voice from heaven had declared, “This is my beloved Son, 

with whom I am well pleased.” But if that was true, then why was Jesus in this 

place, with this company? The devil became solicitous and bore in on Jesus’ self-

identity. “If you are the Son of God, you shouldn’t be hungry. If you are the Son of 

God, no harm will befall you if you jump off of a tall building. If you are the Son of 

God, the kingdoms of the world should belong to you. If you are the Son of God, 

attention must be paid!” The things the devil tempted him to do—to eat, when he 

was starving; to be supported by angels when he was at the end of his rope; to take 

the kingdoms of the world from the devil’s possession—were things Jesus would 

have wanted to do. After all, the devil never tempts us with things we don’t want, 

but only with things we want very much. The more we yield to those temptations, 

we will discover more things that we want, and the more ways there will be for the 

devil to reach us. 
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Of course, the devil is not only a tempter. The devil is also a liar. Jesus even 

called him “the father of lies” [John 8.44]. Maybe you’ve heard some of those lies: 

Nobody loves you. You have no hope. What you did was unforgivable. Bad things 

don’t happen to good people. Lies, all lies. 

*** 

In order to preach about Jesus’ encounter with the devil for probably the 40th 

time in my 40 years of pastoral ministry, I listened to the 40th anniversary edition 

of The Exorcist, narrated by the author, William Peter Blatty. Blatty was a talented 

novelist and screen writer, and most of his work was lighthearted. He wrote the 

scripts for the movies “A Shot in the Dark,” starring Peter Sellers as Inspector 

Clouseau, and “Darling Lili,” a musical starring Julie Andrews. But Blatty was also 

a very devout Christian, an intensely spiritual Roman Catholic, and he wanted 

people to believe vividly in God. He thought one way to do that would be to 

approach it from the other side. He thought it would be relatively easy to get people 

to believe in the devil, because as the mother of the young possessed girl in The 

Exorcist said, “The creep keeps doing commercials.” 

The Exorcist was based on a case in 1949, the exorcism of a young boy 

pseudonymously named "Robbie Mannheim.” Blatty intuited that if Robbie was 

delivered from an evil force—and he was—that deliverance must have come from a 

more powerful source of good. In other words, the devil is real and evil, but the 

devil is not the Lord of the universe. God is both real and good, and God is the 

Lord. 

Most of The Exorcist isn’t about the ritual of exorcism, which only takes up a 

very small part at the end. Most of the story is about medical diagnoses, police 

investigations, the anguish of the innocent, and the heights and depths of love. A 

sweet little girl named Regan, the daughter of a famous actress named Chris 
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McNeil, starts talking with an imaginary friend she calls “Captain Howdy” after she 

starts playing with her mother’s Ouija board. Over time, Regan begins to act out in 

disturbing ways. Chris justifiably thinks her daughter must be ill, or has issues with 

her parents’ recent divorce. Regan is treated by very good pediatricians, who, after 

many tests and treatments, refer her to very good psychiatrists. She is admitted to a 

psychiatric hospital, where more tests are conducted and medications prescribed. 

Regan’s condition and behavior worsen. Eventually, one of the psychiatrists 

reluctantly recommends that Chris take her daughter to a priest because he thinks 

the ritual of exorcism could be psychosomatically beneficial, the way a placebo, 

while not actually a medicine, can make a patient feel better. Chris is not a believer; 

she considers priests “witch doctors;” but she is desperate. 

So she meets a Jesuit priest named Damien Karras, who, as it happens, is also 

a psychiatrist (as one reviewer said, “two witch doctors in one”). Damien (named 

after the recently canonized saint who lived among lepers in Hawaii) is going 

through a deep crisis of faith. He doesn’t believe little Regan is possessed, because 

he doesn’t believe in demonic possession. In fact, he is barely holding on to his 

faith in God and is consumed by guilt over the lonely death of his poor, ill 

immigrant mother. Before he can even consider asking permission of the religious 

authorities in the Chancery to perform the ritual, he must eliminate every other 

medical or psychological possibility. Going over Regan’s case files, and interacting 

with her in person, he tries desperately to find a scientific basis for what’s going on 

with her: the screaming fits of profanity, the convulsions, the changes in voice and 

demeanor, the inhuman strength, the multiple personalities, the malevolence. 

Eventually, he receives permission to perform the ritual, but only as an assistant. At 

first, Damien is affronted that he wasn’t assigned the task. But then he remembered 

the scripture where Jesus had cast out an unclean spirit after his disciples had failed 
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in their attempts to do so. “Why could we not cast it out?” the disciples asked him. 

“Because of your little faith,” Jesus told them [Matthew 17.14-22]. 

The exorcist assigned to lead the ritual is a famous theologian and 

archeologist named Fr. Lancaster Merrin (Merrin is modeled after the Jesuit priest 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin). Merrin knows immediately what is going on with 

Regan, because he knows the demon, a powerful spirit that Merrin had cast out 

once before. That earlier exorcism nearly cost Merrin his life. 

The book and the movie are full of ugly, gross scenes, filled with excrement, 

vomit, filth and obscenity. I absolutely do not think that anyone under the age of 

40—no, make that 50!—no one under the age of 50 should ever read The Exorcist 

or see the movie, because if you do, you’ll only be thinking about the horrible, 

gross stuff. Before you can begin to understand the premise, you need to have been 

worked over by life, endured many trials, changed a lot of dirty diapers (those of 

your children or aged parents, or both), washed a lot of filthy linen, and held the 

foreheads loved ones while they’re upchucking. Sweet little Regan, a beloved child, 

had been rendered vile and disgusting by a powerful demon. Damien even warned 

Chris, Regan’s anguished mother, to not spend every waking moment with her, 

because if she was consistently repelled by her daughter, he feared she would 

eventually cease to love her. 

At one point, taking a short respite during the exorcism, Damien asked 

Merrin, “We say the demon cannot touch the victim’s will.” 

“Yes, that is so,” said Merrin. “There is no sin.” 

“So what would be the purpose of possession?” Damien asked. “What is the 

point?” 

“Oh, who can know?” answered Merrin. “Who can really hope to know? And 

yet, I think the demon’s target is not the possessed. It is us, the observers, every 
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person in this house. I think the point is to make us despair, to reject our own 

humanity, Damien, to see ourselves as ultimately bestial, violent, putrescent, 

without dignity, ugly, unworthy. And therein lies the heart of it, perhaps…an 

unworthiness. I think belief in God is not a matter of reason at all. I think that 

finally it is a matter of love, of accepting the possibility that God could ever love 

us…” 

Despair is a particular temptation for Christians. Early in his life, Merrin 

confesses, he had had a hard time loving his neighbor. “Certain people repelled me. 

So how could I love them, I thought? It tormented me, Damien. It led me to despair 

of myself and from that, very soon, to despair of my God. My faith was shattered.” 

 Damien was startled. “What happened?” he asked. Merrin answered, “I at last 

realized that God would never ask me that which I know to be psychologically 

impossible—that the love which he asked was in my will, and not meant to be felt 

as emotion…He was asking that I act with love: that I ‘do unto others as I would 

have them do unto me.’ And to do unto those who repelled me was a greater act of 

love than any other…How many husbands and wives must believe they have fallen 

out of love because their hearts no longer race at the sight of their 

beloveds?…There it lies, I think, Damien…possession. Not in wars as some tend to 

believe. And very rarely in extraordinary interventions as we see here in this poor 

child. No, I tend to see possession most often in the senseless, petty slights and 

misunderstandings; the cruel and cutting word that leaps unbidden to the tongue 

between friends, between lovers, between husbands and wives. Enough of these and 

we have no need of Satan to manage our affairs. These we manage for ourselves…” 

It is not easy loving those who repel us, including those whom we once loved 

more than our own lives. It is hard to see Christ in those who reek, who disgust us, 

whose presence we want to flee. The addiction or the dementia of a loved one can 
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almost seem like demonic possession, as if something alien had infiltrated their 

bodies and minds, deformed their being, and made them desperate, dishonest and 

needy. How can we love the desperately unlovable, the ones who repel us? Only by 

that spiritual love known as Agape. Agape is the love that does not derive from 

emotion. It is the love that sees beyond our eyes, and hears beyond our ears. It is the 

divine love that enables us to act with love to the unlovable. It is the love that 

requires us to remember that even the most ugly and wretched among us is still 

loved by God. In a world filled with advertisements for the devil, Agape enables us 

to see Christ even in our disgusting neighbor. It is not about feeling. It is about 

doing unto others as God would have us to do. I should also tell you—spoiler 

alert—that in the end, the demon is cast out, and little Regan is delivered by the 

sacrificial love of the two priests. 

Ultimately, the devil in the wilderness could not truly understand Christ. The 

devil could understand his hunger, and his loneliness, but he could not understand 

Christ’s love for miserable sinners like us. We may never understand it, either. But 

we don’t have to understand it. 

We only have to receive it.  

 

Just as I am, thou wilt receive 

wilt welcome, pardon, cleanse, relieve. 

Because thy promise I believe 

O Lamb of God, I come, I come! 

 

         Amen. 
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