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in the text. Read the text once more, but this time seek
to imagine yourself experiencing it as Jesus.

Rhythm of Withdrawl

•

Connecting:

•

(The

•

45 minutes

following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work

•
•
•

God

is doing in your lives.)

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us?
(Graciously thank group members for their
honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes

•

Do you find it easy or difficult to simply shut
it down and check out of the normal routine?
Could you elaborate?
Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

Read Luke 4.31-44 aloud. Seek to imagine yourself

•
•

•
•
•

As you experience the text, what stands out to you?
Could you elaborate?
What reasons might Jesus have for seeing his ministry
as hitting a sweet spot? Find as many as possible.
When people hit a sweet spot in life, what is their
typical response?
What was Jesus’ response to hitting a ministry
sweet spot? What, if anything, about this response
surprises you?
In Luke 5.16, we see that in these times of
withdrawal, Jesus was praying. Considering the
response of the crowd and Jesus’ reply, how might
such a reply have come out of a time of prayer?
Imagine how Jesus might have responded if he had not
withdrawn to pray? Remember Jesus was tempted as
we are. (Hebrews 4.15).
What would you say was Jesus’ purpose for
withdrawing? Do you find a need for a similar
practice in your own life? Could you elaborate?
What might a rhythm of withdrawing look like for
you?
What, if anything, keeps you from picking up a
rhythm of withdrawal?

Context and Background
Wilderness
The wilderness

is a place which lacks inhabitants
and not necessarily a place devoid of food and water.
However, in Scripture, the wilderness (desert) took
on a meaning far beyond that of a place of desolation.
In the Old Testament, the wilderness had two primary
meanings: a place where people met with God and a
place where demons, who threaten humans, dwelt.
The most common use is the first with the people
of Israel encountering God and experiencing his
provision and protection while in the wilderness.
Elijah’s nourishment by an angel in the wilderness and
subsequent encounters with God on Mount Horeb is a
wonderful example of this encountering God motif (1
Kings 19.1-18). However, the predominant example
of the wilderness is associated with the Exodus. It
is in the wilderness that Moses encounters God and
receives instructions concerning the deliverance of
Israel (Exodus 3.1-4.17), and it is into the wilderness
that God leads the Israelites where they meet directly
with him (Exodus 19) and where they experience his
provision and guidance over a period of forty years.
The prophets considered this wilderness experience to
be a time of particular closeness in the relationship
between God and Israel (Hosea 9.10), and some
prophets looked to the wilderness as the place from
which Israel’s future deliverance would come (Ezekiel
34.25; Hosea 2.14; Isaiah 43.19).
Images of danger and demons are associated with
the wilderness sporadically throughout the Old
Testament. Demons are associated with the wilderness
ruins of both Babylon and Edom (Isaiah 13.21-23;
34.13-15). The scapegoat, associated with carrying
the sin of people, was chased into the wilderness
(Leviticus 16.10, 21-22), and separation and
discipline from God could be associated with the
wilderness (Numbers 21.4-9). While these and a few
similar examples might be found in the Old Testament,
the predominant understanding of the Israelites was
that the wilderness was good because it was the place
where one might meet God.
In the New Testament, the wilderness is portrayed
in similar terms to the Old Testament. It can appear
as the abode of demons, madmen, and the place of
trial (Luke 4.1-13; Matthew 12.43; Luke 8.29).

However, the general connotation throughout the New
Testament is that the wilderness is good because it is a
place where people meet with God and experience his
provision and protection. Throughout his ministry, Jesus
withdrew to wilderness places for the expressed purpose
of meeting with God (Luke 5.15-16), and he used the
wilderness to find protection from the crowds (John
5.14-15). Likewise, the apocalyptic flight of the woman
(Israel) from Satan is to the desert where she finds
herself protected by God (Revelation 12.6). In keeping
with the Old Testament theophanies (God appearances)
in the desert, in the New Testament, God reveals himself
to people through visions in the desert (Revelation
17.3; Acts 8.26; Galatians 1.17). One even finds Old
Testament prophetic echoes of future salvation coming
from the wilderness in the ministry of John the Baptist
as he was hidden in the desert and then began his ministry
there (Luke 1.80; Matthew 3.1).

The Text

Checking out when everyone else checks in

One of the intriguing aspects of Jesus’ life and ministry
was his tendency to withdraw, and this at the most
inopportune times. One moment Jesus was there and the
next, when everyone felt they needed him the most, he
was gone having withdrawn to a place where there were
no people. Every Gospel writer notes Jesus’ practice of
withdrawing (Matthew 14.13; Mark 1.35, 45; 6.31;
Luke 5.16; John 11.54). However, only John and Luke
provide insight into Jesus’ reasons for withdrawing.
When we consider what these two Gospel writers have
to say about why Jesus withdrew, it becomes evident that
Jesus’ penchant for withdrawing was more than a quirk
of his personality. Rather, withdrawing at key moments
of heightened activity was a spiritual rhythm by which
Jesus lived his life, a rhythm which allowed him to resist
the tempting calls of the crowds to get off track from
that which his Father had called him to do.

Luke 4.42-44

The setting for this episode of withdrawing is that of
Jesus’ first ministry endeavors in the town of Capernaum.
This city was a major Jewish center for trade and
agriculture located on the northwest side of the Sea
of Galilee. Josephus, a first-century Jewish historian,
notes that the area was beautiful with wonderful
soil and a climate suited for growing walnuts, figs,

olives, and grapes ten months out of the year (War
3.10.8.516-519). Jesus has just been cast out of his
hometown of Nazareth and has traveled about a day’s
walk to Capernaum, the nearest major city. There he
teaches in the synagogue and receives a vastly different
welcome as people are amazed with his teaching and
his ability to cast out demons (Luke 4.31-37). The
gossip network kicks into gear so that by sunset of
the same day a crowd is gathering outside of Simon’s
house clamoring for healing. Jesus heals those who
have come to him and casts out the demons that have
possessed others (Luke 4.38-40). As Jesus casts out
the demons, those who are possessed cry out Jesus’
true identity as the Son of God thereby implying Jesus
is the Messiah (Luke 4.34, 41). Yet, in each instance,
Jesus silences the cries of the demons. Scholars have
called this act of silencing those who proclaim his
identity the Messianic Secret. While various reasons
have been given for Jesus choosing to keep his identity
hidden, at this early point, it appears that Jesus is not
ready to reveal who he is because he intends to redefine
the concept of messiah, something he will do later in
his ministry (Mark 10.45).

What is apparent in this scene is that Jesus is well
received in Capernaum and that he has the potential to
develop a thriving ministry in this major city. However,
just as people are clamoring for more of Jesus, he
withdraws into a place without the crowds. The
people of Capernaum are confused and go searching
for him. When they find him, they beg him to stay
with them. The temptations to stay are obvious. By
staying in Capernaum Jesus has a favorable audience
and a context within which he could build a thriving
ministry quite easily and quickly. However, Jesus states
that he understands his identity and the purpose God
has for him, a purpose and identity which required him
to proclaim the gospel to others. We cannot miss the
connection between Jesus’ withdrawal and his response
to the temptations posed by the growing crowds. It
appears that somehow in his withdrawing, Jesus was
able to connect with who he was and what he was sent
to do, so that he did not lose his way by succumbing
to the temptation to remain in Capernaum and build a
“successful” ministry.

Luke 5.15-16

The setting for this episode is connected with Jesus’

choice to leave Capernaum. We now find Jesus moving
among other towns and preaching. In one unspecified
town, Jesus heals a leper by touching him, something
unheard of in that time. Purity laws required that
those who came into contact with lepers were to be
considered as defiled (Leviticus 15.31). However,
rather than defiling Jesus, the leper is made whole.
News of this amazing and unorthodox event quickly
spreads which results in crowds gathering around Jesus
to hear his gospel message and experience his healing.
As in Capernaum, Jesus finds a welcoming audience
and the potential to settle and build a ministry, but he
does not. Luke notes that Jesus withdrew, not only in
this case, but it was his practice to withdraw in these
situations. When Jesus came to a town where he was
openly received and his ministry flourished, his response
was to withdraw. Luke states that his purpose for
withdrawing was to pray. This may give insight into the
events at Capernaum. Jesus’ withdrawing enabled him
to say “No” to the temptations of the crowd because in
his withdrawing Jesus was engaging with his Father. It
is important to also note that the place of this prayer
was the wilderness, a place with a rich history for Israel
meeting with and experiencing God.

John 6.14-15
The setting for this scenario of withdrawing is Jesus’
feeding of over 5,000 people (John 6.1-14). It is
important to notice that this scene begins with Jesus
attempting to withdraw with his disciples (John 6.1, 3).
It appears that Jesus sought to involve his disciples in
this same practice of withdrawing at moments of ministry
success and expansion. This specific act of withdrawing
comes as Jesus’ response to the completion of the disciples’
first solo-ministry endeavor throughout the towns of
Israel (Luke 9.1-10). In this case, the crowds follow
Jesus. They have caught onto his practice of withdrawing
and are watching in order to pursue him. Because the
crowd has pursued Jesus to a wilderness place, they find
themselves without food, but in keeping with the theme
of the wilderness, they experience bountiful provision
and all are fed by God (John 6.10-13). Experiencing
this, the crowd decides that they will make Jesus king,
by force if necessary. In all likelihood, what we see
here is the beginning of a revolt, a physical resistance
to the empire of Rome. Knowing that the crowd was
pursuing this course and knowing that it involved force

and violence, Jesus withdraws once more, this time to a
mountain. The mention of the mountain may be an Old
Testament echo of God’s people experiencing God most
fully at mountains (Exodus 19; 1 Kings 19). Such a
scenario is possible because this is the greatest temptation
Jesus has faced from the crowds, and his response is the
same. When tempted to depart from who he was and
what he was sent to do, Jesus withdrew to engage with
his Father.

Real life with Blake:

Work. We all engage in one form of it or another. Sometimes
our work is busy. Sometimes it is slow, and sometimes it goes
gangbusters. Every now and then we feel like we are on a
roll. We are doing great. People love what we are doing.
We are making a difference. We are in our sweet spot. Ever
had one of those moments? I have. I think my most memorable
moments were when I was in Seminary working on my PhD.
I thrived under the pressure and strain of the work and
had glimpses where I felt I was “on fire.” When I had those
experiences, what I felt was joy. . .and the desire to do more.
Perhaps I should say compulsion rather than desire. I was in
my sweet spot so it only made sense to pour more of myself
into what I was doing. So. I poured more and more of myself
in until I had nothing else to give and one moment I found
myself on the kitchen floor of our apartment with chest pains
and the next I was in the ER hooked up to monitors and giving
blood to check for the enzymes which indicate a heart attack.
Thankfully I didn’t have a heart attack, though Rachel almost
did. However, the doctor did come in and ask about how I was
living my life. I rattled off the work I was doing and he looked
at me and said, “You need to slow down.” His talk was brief,
but the point was obvious. I needed to take a break, but that
seemed so antithetical to what I was experiencing. I was “on
fire.”

Over the years, I have had a time here and there when I was
tempted to pour all of myself into what I was doing. OK. This
is a constant temptation for me. However, what I have learned
is that when I feel that temptation, what I really need to do is
the opposite. I need to check out. In fact, I have learned that
one of the healthiest things I can do is regularly check out
and to intentionally plan to check out when life and work is
busiest. I know. It sounds crazy, but I learned it from Jesus.
Just about every time Jesus hit his sweet spot, he checked out.
He wandered off into the wilderness. It seems so unproductive.
What could Jesus have done if he had just hung in there a few
more days and gutted it out? But Jesus wasn’t interested in
gutting it out and he doesn’t appear interested in seeing what
more he could do. What seemed to interest him the most was
spending time with his father and to do that he needed to step

away. I have sought (imperfectly) to do the same. I regularly
check out because I am learning to value time with the Father
over everything else. Can’t I speak with God in the busyness?
Yes. I can and do. However, the busyness has a way of making
God’s voice hard to hear and when I don’t hear God’s voice
I find that I begin to forget who I am and what I am meant
to do. Lies and accusations find their way into my heart and
mind and I spiral down, fast. But when I get away, I find the
reduction of the noise makes hearing God much easier. He
reminds me of who I am. He replaces the lies with his loving
truth and I am ready once more to engage in my sweet spot.

Real life with you:

We live in a culture when checking out is frowned upon. We
say we value taking time off but we rarely do it. When we
pack our suitcases, we make sure we pack our email ready
device as well. We are a people who are always on. We
value being on because we can accomplish so much and there
is value in producing. However, when we look at the life of

Jesus, at his moments of highest production, he shut it down
and went away. In fact, this was a rhythm in his life. When
things cranked up he turned it off. He did this because what
he valued most was not producing but connecting, connecting
with his Father. Why? He could have done so much more.
Perhaps. Perhaps not. You see, when Jesus’s ministry cranked
up so too did the temptations to get off track, to behave as
and be a person he was not created to be. In shutting it down
and connecting, Jesus reminded himself of who he was and
what he was sent to do. In shutting it down Jesus found the
bedrock upon which he could once again engage. He sought
to encourage his disciples to do the same. What might it look
like to shut it down? For me it looks like taking one day a
month which I call my “Hermit Day.” On this day, my work
is to do nothing other than engage with God, to listen to his
voice so I remember who I am and what I am made to do. I
do things and go to places where I easily connect with God
and let him set the agenda. If this is a big step for you or
you have a job where this is not possible, I encourage you to
consider taking a Saturday morning once a month to withdraw
in this way. Or perhaps, even a Sunday! Gasp! The point is
to develop a rhythm of withdrawing and connecting so that
we can experience a reorientation which enables us to engage
once more.
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