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behind these few words of Mark lies an 
understanding that Jesus fought a colossal 
battle against the power that brings evil 
and darkness into the world. Jesus comes 
through this testing, but it sets the scene 
for the continual struggle that Jesus will 
face against the powerful during his 
ministry.

We also hear that angels attended Jesus. 
Whether that was during the time of 
testing or after it, we don’t know, but that 
Jesus was not alone is notable.

Leith Fisher in ‘Will you follow me?’ (Scottish 
Christian Press, 2003) writes that it is 
notable that Jesus goes into the empty 
place for this testing. No distractions, 
no iPods, smartphones, facebook, 
newspapers, TV or radio. Do we cling to 
these because they help us to block out 
and avoid times of quiet and stillness 
when we might be tested? Jesus actively 
seeks out that space in which he knows he 
will be tested.

We like to know that goods we purchase 
are tested to breaking point, it reassures 
us to see the car we drive has been crash-
tested to ensure it survives, and perhaps 
we too are reassured that Jesus has been 
tested to breaking point.

From that testing, Jesus wastes no time 
and gets straight to work preaching the 
gospel. And yet, as the gospel progresses, 
we see that time away in prayer is always 
an important part of Jesus ministry.

bible notes
Tested to Breaking Point

Genesis 9:8-17
Psalm 25:1-10

1 Peter 3:18-22
Mark 1:9-15

sunday 26 february 2012

“I want to get away from it all!!” It is a cry 
that many know well. Even if the sentiment 
is not verbally expressed, no doubt most 
have had the feeling of needing a break 
from the pressures of daily living in order 
to find some peace, clarity and a renewed 
sense of purpose for life.

While a monastic life is certainly not for 
all, there seems over the last few decades 
to have been a re-awakening of the 
importance of retreat and taking time out 
to pray, to be quiet and to rest within some 
parts of the Christian community, and 
even from those outwith a particular faith 
community.

During Epiphany we focused on Jesus’ 
baptism, so today perhaps the focus when 
looking at this same important moment 
for Jesus should be to think about the 
time he spent in the wilderness after 
the identification he was given with the 
descent of the dove-like Spirit as God’s 
beloved Son. There is a strong contrast 
between the lush life-giving water of the 
Jordan river and the parched scrubland 
of the wilderness area into which Jesus 
travelled following his baptism.

The time that Jesus spends in the 
wilderness is usually referred to as the 
‘temptation’ of Jesus, and we can all relate 
to feelings of temptation. But it is probably 
better to think about this more as a time of 
‘testing’ than temptation. In other words, 
whereas temptations can sneak up on us 

when we are not expecting it, when we are 
being tested we know exactly what we are 
getting into. This would certainly be the 
case for Jesus. He knew what he was doing 
when he walked away from the crowds 
along the banks of the Jordan into the 
wilderness. He was going to test himself.

How many of us deliberately place 
ourselves into positions where we know 
we will be tested? Some of us relish that 
challenge, but many of us would rather 
find the path of least resistance, the easy 
way. 

Mark’s account of Jesus’ time in the 
wilderness is characteristically short and 
to the point, much more spare than the 
corresponding accounts in Matthew and 
Luke. We read that Jesus was in the desert 
for 40 days, a number with long Scriptural 
relevance: Moses spent 40 days on Mount 
Sinai with the Lord, for instance. We also 
read that Jesus was tested by Satan. It is 
such a short phrase in the passage, but 
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Child:  Hey Mum, you’ll never believe 
what I have just seen?

Mum:  Go on Surprise me?

Child:  I saw a dove descending from 
heaven!

Mum:  There is nothing unusual in that. 
Doves are meant to fly.

Child:  But this was a talking dove!

Mum:  What do you mean a talking 
dove? Doves don’t talk they just 
make cooing noises!

Child:  But Mum this dove did talk. It 
said “You are my Son, whom I 
love; with you I am well pleased.”

Mum:  But that doesn’t make sense. 
Doves don’t fly around talking to 
people. Who else was there?

Child:  Well, there was a man in the river, 
dressed up in a camel-haired 
swim suit. And he was with 
another man that people called 
Jesus. And the man in the camel-
haired swim suit ducked the man 
called Jesus under the water, and 
when he came out the water, the 
dove appeared and it spoke to 
the man who was trying to catch 
his breath after being ducked 
under the water.

Mum:  What have I told you about 
playing down at the river? It’s too 
dangerous for children of your 
age you could have fallen in and 
been carried away by the current 
downstream, or you could have 
drowned!

Child:  But Mum, the talking dove? We 
could make a fortune if we had a 
talking dove? It would be an end 
to all of our poverty, we could 
take it to the market and charge 
people to hear our amazing 
talking dove.

Mum:  Away and don’t be daft, whoever 
heard of such a thing as a talking 
dove anyway. Away and get your 
homework done and put all this 
stuff and nonsense out of your 
head.

(Pause)

Child:  But Mum, suppose that dove 
was the voice of God speaking to 
Jesus. What would that mean for 
all of us?

Mum:  That would mean all the 
difference in the world then. In 
fact it makes a lot more sense 
than a talking dove. 

the story
Are you ready? Retelling for young people

The ‘wondering’ questions are inspired 
by the Godly Play method of exploring 
stories. They are so phrased to invite 
and encourage interaction, but not to 
demand an ‘answer’, especially not a 
single ‘right answer’. There is much to be 
gained from simply wondering together, 
adults and children sharing thoughts on 
an equal footing, using our imaginations 
to delve into Jesus’ experiences and our 
own.

Here’s a story about something Jesus 
really wanted to do. It was when he grew 
up, but before he was famous. It was 
before he made any sick people better, 
before he told any amazing stories, 
before he did any miracles, before lots of 
people got to know him.

Jesus wanted to go away by himself for 
a while. He wanted to be alone. I wonder 
why he wanted to be alone? I wonder 
where he could go to be alone? He 
decided to go for a long walk out into 
the desert. I wonder what it was like to 
be in the desert? I wonder what Jesus did 
while he was alone there?

When lots of people got to know Jesus 
and he became quite famous for his 
stories and his miracles, I wonder if he 
still liked to get away by himself and be 
alone sometimes? I wonder what’s good 
about us being by ourselves sometimes 
too? 

prayer and practice

Through the Season
Don’t forget the seasonal ideas on pages 
4 and 5 that can be used to help set the 
scene throughout this theme and can 
be incorporated into, for instance, the 
storytelling ideas above.

Gathering Activity  all age
Talk to folks around you. How easy do you 
find it to be alone? Share a time when you 
have found it easy to be alone and a time 
when you have found it difficult. 

worship ideas
Call to Worship
Leader: In the doubts we have;
All: God is with us.

Leader: In the lives that we lead;
All: God is with us.

Leader: In the business of our days;
All: God is with us.

Leader: In our longing for quiet;
All: God is with us.

Leader: Here in this place;
All: God is with us.

Leader: So let us worship here.
All: God is with us.

Call to Prayer
Based on Psalm 25

In you, Lord God, 
we put our trust.
When we are tested, 
it is to you we turn.
When we are tempted,
it is in you we find strength to resist.
When we are lonely,
it is to you we come for consolation.
Show us your ways, Lord God,
and teach us your paths.
Guide us in your truth,
for in you we find hope, mercy and love.
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Prayer of Approach
Lord, can it really be
that we see you all around?
Lord can it really be
that we feel you everywhere?
Lord can it really be
that we sense you in our lives?

Show yourself to us, O God.
Let us hear your voice, O God.

In the busyness,
we take time to be with you
not as often as we should,
but as often as we feel we can.

May we be more calm,
more still,
more silent
so that we can take more time
to listen to you,
to see you,
to feel you,
to experience you.

Lord of our being
help us,
calm us,
still us,
so that when we sense you
we may not be surprised
but enthused by your presence
the Holy One
with us. 
Amen.

sunday 26 february 2012

Prayers for Confession
It’s hard to be still.
It’s hard to be silent.
It’s hard to do right.

Lord, you know our hearts
and all that is within us.
You know our desires
and our motivations.

For those times that we have been
too busy to care,
too caught up to notice,
too blind to see those around us,
too silent to speak out 
when we should have,
forgive us.

Lord help us to take time;
time to reflect on our lives,
our relationships,
our faith;
time to bring before you all that we ought.

Hear our prayers, Lord,  
our prayers of confession.

Silence

In every moment,
in every journey,
in every conversation,
in everything, God is with us;
sustaining us, loving us, guiding us.
Thanks be to God, we are forgiven.
Amen. 

Prayer for Others
As we contemplate the luxury  
of wilderness, 
as we crave the beauty of peace, 
as we long for the tranquility  
of space carved out 
in which to meet the living God, 
we bring to God 
those whose days seem endless, 
whose lives seem too full of quiet, 
who long for the clamour and the noise 
of the loved ones they have lost, 
and the tasks to fill their days 
that life has taken from them. 

We bring to God 
those filled with bitterness 
and resentment 
at brutality and injustice, 
those whom God does not condemn 
but whom God welcomes and longs 
to cradle in love. 

We bring to God 
those for whom our attempts 
at Lenten austerity are laughable, 
for those who know real poverty and need. 

And we know that the Christ  
of the wilderness 
hangs back, slowing his step 
so that he can walk alongside all 
who are bowed down 
with the heavy burden  
that life may have become. 

The Christ of the wilderness  
offers food for the journey, 
healing for the road, 
strength for the weary, 
comfort for the sorrowing, 
grace, peace and love 
beyond our ken. 

Thanks be to God.
Amen.

worship ideas
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prayer and practice

De-Alleluia
As a symbolic expression of the beginning 
of the season of the Lent, you could have 
ribbons of differently coloured paper or 
florists ribbon ready with pens (different 
colours if possible) to share out with the 
congregation. You could give each person 
a separate ribbon strip, or even a large 
paper strip for a whole pew to work on.

Ask everyone to write ‘Alleluia’ on the 
ribbon and to decorate it joyfully and 
brightly. Then gather all the ‘alleluias’ in 
and store them away in a box at the front 
of the worship space, where they will 
remain until Easter Sunday.

Reflection
We put the alleluias away 
and clear out the fridge 
as symbols of the de-cluttering 
that we desire 
in our lives. 

For the call to repentance 
comes to us today 
to be embraced not as a once for all, 
but as a discipline to be repeated 
time and again. 

In high seasons and in low, 
in busyness and in quiet,
finding wilderness spaces 
allows us to turn again 
to the God whom we lost  
in all the distractions that life presents: 
the God who looks into our eyes, 
tells us we are beloved children 
and then reveals a work  
that only we can do. 

God calls us to trek through the wilderness 
in preparation 
for striding through life 
focused on God’s mission.

Sending
Go, beloved children, 
to find your wilderness place 
amidst the chaos of life. 
Find God present there 
revealing the purpose for your life 
and, in loving service, 
know the blessing of God  
today and always.

your notes

40

Proost sell a superb movie comprising 40 
illustrations by Si Smith. The illustrations 
take you on a journey with Jesus over the 
40 days in the wilderness. This is a superb 
reflective short film suitable to be used in 
worship and for all ages.

The film can be downloaded for only £1.99 
from www.proost.co.uk.

Praise Songs / Hymns
Ah, holy Jesus, how hast thou offended 
(CH4 381)

Christ is our light! (CH4 336)

Come, gracious Spirit, heavenly Dove  
(CH4 587) 

Forty days and forty nights  
(CH4 337, MP 160)

Going on a journey (Fischy Music on album 
These are our Emotions)

If you believe and I believe (CH4 771)

In the wilderness time (see page 127)

Jesus, tempted in the desert (CH4 338)

Lead us, heavenly Father (MP 400)

Lord, teach me all your ways (CH4 21)

Name of all majesty (MP 481)

New every morning is the love  
(CH4 214, MP 480)

O come, let us worship (MP 492)

O let the Son of God enfold you (MP 502)

Spirit divine, attend our prayers  
(CH4 583, MP 614)

Spirit of the living God (CH4 619, MP 613)

Stay with me (CH4 793)

Take this moment (CH4 501)

The kingdom of God (MP 651)

SAMPLE
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gathering 
Stillness and   all age 
Quietness
Arrange the children into a circle, be quiet 
and still for one minute. Then ask how 
difficult the children found it to remain 
quiet and still. What were they thinking 
about? 

Sitting still, thinking and praying is very 
difficult for people today. It is easy to be 
distracted.

age group ideas

activities
Celebrities  age 6-11

You will need: pictures of sports stars.

Sports stars need a lot of preparation 
to get where they are. Discuss with the 
children what kind of preparation is 
needed for the stars you have selected. 

It would be quite easy for them to give into 
the temptation to eat the wrong foods, 
stop training, going out partying, etc.

Can this preparation be compared to Jesus 
going out into the wilderness before he 
began his ministry, where he too faced 
temptation?

Magnetic Attraction  all age 
You will need: magnets and a variety of 
metal items.

‘Explore together the objects that are 
attracted to a magnet and which ones are 
repelled. Explore what happens when two 
magnets are brought close to each other. 
Discuss together the sort of things we do 
that are attractive to God and what things 
we have done that are not. How do we 
choose what to do and not to do?

Note: magnets need to be treated with 
care (particularly powerful neodymium 
magnets) lest a child swallow them, which 
can be very dangerous.

crafts
While the following crafts and activities 
are being done it is important to connect 
the activities with the story. There is 
ample opportunity to explore some of the 
difficulties that the children may feel when 
they struggle to do the right thing, feeling 
tempted and tested by situations and 
other people. 

The craft is not an end in itself but a way of 
engaging in conversation with people and 
to help focus on the story.

Desert Collage  age 3-8
You will need: sugar paper, card, scissors, 
PVA glue, glue sticks, crayons, coloured 
sand, twigs, straws, black and brown 
tissue paper, newspaper.

Give each child a piece of sugar paper or 
card (A3 size) and with the variety of craft 
items help them to create a collage of a 
wilderness / desert place.

You can talk about the place Jesus went to 
during his time of testing, and about times 
when we can be tempted and tested.

Desert Frame  age 9-12
You will need: images of desert / 
wilderness places (these could be old 
postcards, calendar images, or find some 
online), card, purple card, scissors, glue 
sticks, felt-tip pens.

Show all the different images that you 
have and let each child choose an image 
they like. 

Get children to stick the image onto a 
piece of card which is slightly bigger 
than the image. Provide purple card and 
get each child to make a frame for their 
picture. The frame should be about 3cm 
wide so that the children can write words 
that they associate with the wilderness 
/ desert places onto the frame using felt 
tip pens. The words can be positive or 
negative e.g. lonely, scary, quiet, peaceful, 
dry, warm...

Discuss how they think Jesus felt about 
going out to the wilderness / desert and 
how we can use this time of Lent to think 
about the story of Jesus.

Mixing It Up  all age
You will need: large sheets of corrugated 
card, scissors, broad-tipped felt pens or 
markers.

Divide into two groups of mixed ages. One 
group should draw ‘mega’ praying hands 
shape onto corrugated card board and 
then cut out shape.

Discuss, as a group, things that you think 
would be good to pray or think about 
during Lent. Write these ideas onto the 
praying hands with broad tipped felt pens 
or markers. 

The other group should draw ‘mega’ rock 
shape onto corrugated cardboard and 
then cut out shape. 

Discuss, as a group, things that you think 
make it hard or difficult to focus on prayer 
during Lent. Write these ideas onto rock 
with broad tipped felt pens or markers. 

If there is time, the two groups could 
explain what they’ve written on each 
shape to each other. 

Hands and rock pictures could be 
displayed for others to see and referred 
to again during the season of Lent when 
appropriate.
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prayer and practice

games
Going on a  age 3-5 
Journey
This is a bit like follow the leader.  The 
leader tells the children that they are going 
on a journey and start to walk around the 
room/hall. The going is heavy through the 
sand (knee high steps), jump across the 
river, step over big rocks, tired so you need 
to sit down and rest, energy back so you 
run a bit and so on. 

This can be used as a means to think about 
the long time that Jesus spent in the 
wilderness.

Sand Wilderness  age 3-5
You will need: lots of play sand, stones, 
toy spiders, lizards, etc.

Hide the items in the sand before letting 
the children play. As you let the children 
play in the sand, tell them to find the 
hidden items in the sand. Afterwards they 
can play for fun as well.

Think about what it would be like in a 
wilderness area. Talk about what you 
might find there.

Alternatively, a wildernesses picture could 
be created using card and glue sticks 
where you draw the outline of a wilderness 
with the glue sick and pour sand over the 
picture.

Sand Wilderness  age 6-8
You will need: bin bags, play sand, rocks, 
toy animals.

For the older age group, they can be 
challenged to build a sand wilderness. 
Make sure you lay out the bin bags first 
and then just pile the sand into a big heap. 

Let the children smooth the sand out, 
make dunes, place the rocks and animals, 
perhaps even create a little oasis.

Again, you can think about what it would 
be like in a wilderness area. Talk about 
what you might find there. What would it 
be like to spend a long time living in the 
desert?

Temptations  age 6-8
You will need: a chair for each child.

Set the chairs out in a triangle shape facing 
outwards. The same number of chairs on 
each side. Get the children to sit in the 
chairs and give each side of the triangle a 
name, for example: money, toys, chocolate.  

When one of the names is shouted out the 
children from that side must run around 
the triangle and back to their seats. The 
last person to sit down is out and must 
turn their chair to face inside the triangle 
and sit on it. 

Every time the leader shouts ‘temptation’ 
everybody gets up and runs around the 
triangle: the last person back to their seat 
is out and sits facing inwards.

Bear in the   all age 
Honeypot

You will need: a bunch of keys.

Get the children to sit in a circle and pick 
one child to sit in the middle of the circle 
hunched down with their eyes closed.  

Place the bunch of keys behind the child’s 
back and then select one of the children 
from the circle to pick up the keys as 
quietly as they can. As soon as the middle 
person hears the keys being picked up 
they chase the other person around the 
circle to try and catch them. If they do, 
they get another chance of being in the 
middle, if they do not, the children swap 
places.

A good game to emphasise the 
importance of being quiet and still to 
allow you to listen well.

Marshmallow Game   all age
You will need: lots and lots of 
marshmallows, bin bags, tissues, 
stopwatch.

Children love to win at games and the 
temptation of this game is to put so many 
marshmallows in their mouths they have 
to eventually spit them out. 

Get the children one at a time to put as 
many marshmallows into their mouths 
that they can: no swallowing is allowed in 
this game.  The leader counts and when 
the child has enough in their mouth they 
have to keep them there for 30 seconds 
before spitting them out into the bin.  If 
they have put too many into their mouth 
they won’t be able to hold on for 30 
seconds.

This is a very graphic game showing how 
easy it is to be tempted to take too much!

Note: although this is a favourite game, 
there are stories of dangers associated 
with it. Adult supervision is essential.

You could try this with cream crackers. 
Invite people to eat three cream crackers 
in a minute and see if they can consume all 
three without any water. The temptation 
is how long they can go without water. 
Ensure you have a glass of water next to 
each plate of cream crackers.
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Opening Activity 1
You will need: coloured strips of paper 
(2 c.m. thick and long enough to go 
round wrist), coloured felt pens, stickers, 
sellotape.

One possible opening activity is to make 
a wristband. This can be decorated with 
the each young person’s name, and can 
be decorated as wished. Everyone puts on 
their identity bands after creating them. 

Opening Activity 2
You will need: a chair for each person, 
arranged in a circle.

In this activity, each person sits on a chair. 

Leader says:  ‘Everyone with blue eyes 
move one seat to the left’.  If seat not 
empty, sit on person’s knee! Keep going 
with different characteristics. Examples: 
everyone with a particular piece of 
clothing, who is in 2nd year at school, has 
a name beginning with A, and so on. 

Opening Activity 3
You will need: paper and pens.

Another alternative opening activity 
would be to ask each young person to 
write down secretly three things about 
themselves: one should be true, but two 
should be false. 

Ask each person to read out their own 
‘facts’ and get the rest to vote on which 
one they think is true. This is a great way to 
see how well everyone knows each other.

Discussion
When you were born, one of the first 
things that was done to you was that you 
had a wristband attached to you with 
your name on it to identify who you were 
and who you belonged to. The name 
was chosen by your parents with no 
consultation with you!  

Questions
• What makes you you? 

• What makes an individual unique? 

• What makes Jesus Jesus?

• Does anyone know why the well-
known reality TV programme is called 
“The X-Factor”?

Note that the Oxford English dictionary 
definition of X Factor is:  noteworthy 
special talent or quality; variable in a 
given situation that could have the most 
significant impact on the outcome.

X-Factor Investigation: 
Discovering Jesus

You will need: paper and pens.

Hand out paper and pens to young 
people. Ask them to listen as you read 
from Mark’s account of Jesus’ life and jot 
down, like journalists, the things they 
hear that tell them something noteworthy 
about Jesus.  

You can mention that Jesus at this point 
is on the cusp of entering into the public 
arena, as it were, and this was a very 
significant moment.

Leader read Mark 1: 9–15

Group Work
In groups of 3 or 4 ask the youngsters to 
compile a list of Jesus’ characteristics in 
their own words. Then discuss what they 
have come up with all together and make 
a complete list of all their findings.  

The Leader should write/type these up and 
keep them in a folder entitled ‘X Factor’.

discussion starters for teens
identity

your notes 
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