Sermon for Lent 1 St. Timothy’s Church, 21st February 2010
Revd Sarah Walsh

Readings
Deuteronomy 26:1-11 and Luke 4:1-13
I was once told of a striking set of three pictures, a kind of strip-cartoon really. It goes something like this. In the first picture, a man stands in front of an abstract painting and asks 'What does this represent?' and laughs. In the second picture, the painting develops an outstretched arm which points to the man with a finger. In the third picture, the startled man is asked by the painting, 'And what do you represent?' Lent is that part of the year when we look at Christ, His temptations and then the build up to His passion and crucifixion, and ask ourselves the same kind of question. In Lent then we are given the opportunity to take stock of ourselves, and to ask precisely this: What do I represent? What does my life add up to? 
Lent though is not a reminder of just how bad we are - but it is meant to be a period where we recognise the activity of the Holy Spirit that is within us and creatively and positively try to move forward with our own individual lives. Yes we may become more aware of our own shortcomings and failures from it, but we must never become downhearted as Jesus came to bring us new life and to have it more abundantly. Our consideration then of our own inward journeys during this season of Lent has to be seen as “good news” and an opportunity to grow closer to God through the Holy Spirit. 
As today is the first Sunday in Lent we are asked to consider the temptations of Jesus as He began His 40 day journey in the wilderness. My focus then for this sermon today will be “temptation” and reflect how can we relate Jesus’ 3 temptations to our own. To begin with though I would just like to illustrate how much temptation there is around us by telling you about the recent film “Confessions of a shop alcoholic” which some of you may already have watched. It is about a young woman who loves fashion shopping, her wardrobes are packed to the overflowing with clothes, shoes, hats that she has just worn once and then ends up hoarding them in her cupbards which full to overflowing.  She is though in a large amount of debt which she can’t afford to pay back; so there are creditors chasing her for the money she owes; and yet despite this she still is unable to resist temptation and when she sees a wonderful pair of designer shoes she gives in and buys them much to her friend’s dismay. After much heartache and pain though she does gradually begin to see the error in her ways; as she is just getting herself into more and more debt and she eventually learns not to give into her deepest longings and controls her temptation to keep buying. 
This film is just one example out of many of the temptations that are around us all the time. Doing something that we know will not benefit us in the long-term or someone else; surrounds us every minute of everyday and this was part and parcels of Jesus’ life too. We are told in Luke’s Gospel from the passage we read earlier; that after His Baptism and before He began His ministry He out of choice went into the wilderness: on His own for 40 days to fast and pray. During this time He was tempted in every conceivable way – it must have been an incredibly hard and harrowing time – His whole sense of identity was tested during this time – and yet He didn’t give in; to the Devils wishes and through it He became strong enough in character to do His ministry effectively. 

Temptation is something that we cannot avoid and it is a serious matter. How though do we discern what we should not be giving in to; in order to live out the values that are found; within God’s Kingdom more fully. One way of discovering how to do this is to look in a bit more depth of Jesus’ temptations. 
According to Luke, Jesus, during these 40 days in the wilderness has three main temptations. The first one is where the Devil challenged Jesus saying ‘If you are the son of God then turn these stones into bread,”. This temptation then wasn’t just about Jesus alleviating his hunger but his whole identity and vocation was being questioned.  It is as if one would say, "If you are so great, why don't you do this thing?" Although Jesus was aware of His divinity He had only experienced it passively so the temptation to provide for His own physical needs was a big temptation. However Jesus knew that to do this was not right as it was using God’s powers to satisfy His own needs and He knew that this was not to be the basis of His forthcoming ministry. Jesus resisted this temptation because He knew that His ministry was to be based on kenotic or self-less love and so satisfying His own need of hunger at this particular point would not equip Him with the strength of character He needed to minister to others in an unselfish way. He therefore recognised that there was much more to life and ministry than satisfying His own physical needs and responds to the Devil from the words of Deuteronomy 8:3,  which points to the fact that we just don't live by food alone, being right with God spiritually is also of great importance.  
This temptation of Jesus seems rather remote to our way of life so “How can it and does it then relate to us?” The important message to learn about Jesus’ first temptation was that even though it was difficult for Him not to use His power and eat, He did not to give into this temptation in order to build up His own spiritual character. Through this experience He learned to be disciplined enough not to put His physical needs first and this then equipped Him to have  be able to show God’s selfless love to others in His forthcoming ministry. His spiritual hunger then for God and spiritual formation was much more important to Him then His physical needs. It is traditional in Lent to think of denying ourselves something material such as chocolate, or fasting and giving the money we would have spent on food to some worthy cause. Giving something up dutifully for Lent is great but if we are truly to follow in Jesus’ footsteps from the past we mustn’t loose the reasoning behind it, which is to learn the discipline of loving God and others more selflessly and praying that God will use us to be better channels of His love and grace to others.    

Lets now consider the second temptation where the Devil suggests that Jesus can have all the Kingdoms he shows him, if he sells his soul to the devil. Jesus could easily have given into this temptation and allowed His own ambition to have taken over His ministry and become great in the “wordly sense” a powerful and great leader of the Jewish nation. He knew though that this was not the right way forward and His response was to reject this idea through repeating the first commandment found in Exodus 20:2-3 which says 'Worship the Lord your God and serve him only.' Jesus’ prime reason for living therefore was for God and God alone and so He knew that following this temptation of taking up His own power would lead Him away from the will of His Father and in the end His mission of showing God’s love to the world would not be fulfilled.  

If we try and relate this temptation to our lives perhaps it would simply mean giving up the struggle to keep following God and surrender to the world as it is. It is to despair of goodness and to simply declare that people are people and they will never change so we might as well do what we want, to follow our careers and ambitions to the best of our abilities for ourselves.  Being tempted in this way means not being bothered by the meanness, hatefulness, and hard-heartedness of this world. Just grab what you can, get what is yours, and let everyone else fend for themselves. The world will never change so why bother – its all a bit of a up-hill struggle and besides that people can take care of themselves. It’s easy to think those things especially when we are faced with a world that is full of competition and conflict and quite often as our society becomes more secular it is at times sometimes very difficult to find where God is. Although it is tempting to want to live just for ourselves; this is not what Jesus wants us to do as the whole world is God’s not ours or the Devils. We are ambassadors of God’s world and it is our duty to love it and the people in it. This does not mean agreeing with everything that we encounter in the world but is does mean trying to befriend people those people of different beliefs and opinions in an unassuming way and hoping that God’s love will be shown through our developing  generosity and compassion for them and willingness to loose our power and possibly wealth for the sake of the world.    

Lets now look at the Jesus’ third temptation where He is brought to the Temple of God in Jerusalem, with the encouragement to show himself in a dramatic way to the teeming crowds. On this occasion the Devils quotes from Psalm 91 and uses it to suit his purpose by suggesting that the angels of God will descend to protect Jesus if He throws Himself off the temple. However Jesus recognises that this is only one part of the Psalm that had been quoted and the most significant feature of it is that it is a Psalm of trust not of protection which is why He responds with the words “you must not put the Lord your God to the test”. Out of all the three temptations this is the most destructive because it is trying to manipulate God into our own way of thinking – almost enslaving Him to do our bidding and telling Him to fix the things that we don’t like about the world. It is wanting to force God to act because we think we know best about what happens to ourselves and the world around us. It is putting our own knowledge, self-importance and power before God and not really trying to discern what God’s will may be or appreciating or trusting in His providence for our own lives, vocations and well-being. It is not that our knowledge or power irrelevant to God or unimportant but His desire is to work with us and to inspire and encourage us with His energy in our work and everyday lives. The important issue then to remember in this last temptation is not to let our power, education, knowledge, to dominate us but to use it in humility through prayer with God. We must too always remember that God is much greater than we can ever imagine and so His purposes and will at times may be very different to our own – and at times we do have to submit to this as painful as it may be. 
The characteristics of all of these three temptations and the temptations that we often encounter ourselves all convince us that we should put ourselves first and not God.  Jesus showed us through His temptation in the wilderness that it is possible not to give in to the selfish desires that dominate us although it was for Him extremely difficult not to give in.  As we become closer to God it does become clearer to us how much we give into our own inner selfish temptations and by doing this do not follow the desires of our Heavenly Father. In comparison to Jesus who resisted all those 3 temptations He had to face in the desert and it is easy to feel really inadequate and small. When we do recognise this about ourselves it is important not to let the temptation of failure overcome you– our God as Jesus showed through His temptation in the desert is a man for others – He is there to help us not condemn us and to bring us new life so that we can see more clearly the glory of God.  Please then hold onto this as we travel through Lent together and let us pray that we will gradually through resisting our temptations be able to able to show more fully the compassionate, generous love of God to others through who we are and what we say. 

I am now going to invite you to spend about 5-10 minutes reflecting over your inner temptations. What I am going to suggest you do is to look at one or two areas in your life which you are always tempted with and over this season of Lent offer it to God in prayer, reflect over why you may keep doing it and ask God to help you resist doing it. If you need inspiration then I have some suggestions on some paper at the front of church to help you think over this. There are also some pens and paper to write things down. If you would prefer not to do this and just sit and be quiet for your own personal reflection then that is fine as well. 

Whilst we are doing this the choir are going to sing some choruses and then we will close this particular part of the service with a prayer and a chorus together. 
A Special Lenten fast

Give up harsh words; use generous ones

Give up unhappiness; take up gratitude,

Give up anger: take up gentleness and patience, 

Give up pessimism: take up trust in God. 

Give up complaining: value what you have. 

Give up stress: take up prayer. 

Give up judging others: discover Jesus within them. 

Give up sorrow and bitterness: fill your heart with joy. 

Give up selfishness: take up compassion for others. 

Give up being unforgiving: learn reconciliation. 

Give up words: fill yourself with silence, and listen to others. 

Ending Prayer
Lord, we like to remain on the banks of the river Jordan 
where we busy ourselves with external activities, 
organizing communities, entering into relationships, academic discussions. 
We pray that during these forty days of Lent 
we may allow ourselves to be led by the Holy Spirit into the depths of ourselves, 
into the wilderness, away from the world of achievements, 
 where we can face up to the evil tendencies that are active within us: 
 - our feeling that as children of God we have the right to dominate the world as we will; 
 - our yearning for the power and the glory of earthly kingdoms; 
 - the subtle ways in which we try to manipulate you. 
 We need not be afraid of this wilderness experience, Lord, 
 because even if we have to face evil in ourselves, 
 we will also discover, like Jesus, 
 that trust in your love is a law written deep within us, 
 and when the devil has exhausted all these ways of tempting us he will leave. 
But, Lord, do not let us become complacent, 
because he will return at some time you have appointed,
and we must be ready to start the struggle all over again.

Amen
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