
First Sunday in Lent


Luke 4:1-13






At this point in our Journey to Hope, you should have selected an aspect of your life that stands as a barrier between you and God, an obstacle to a deeper and stronger relationship with God.

If you did not take advantage of Ash Wednesday to identify this area of your life, you need to do so today.  These obstacles can be actions that you take, attitudes that you have adopted, or situations you created or had thrust upon you.  It can spring from a disappointment at your inability to live as you feel God would have you live or it can spring from doubts and questions.  These obstacles are captured in the one situation we all face--we are mortal beings and not immortal.

It is not an easy journey, so I encourage you, choose only one obstacle for this Lenten trek.  

Today we deal with the problem of temptation along the journey.  If any of you have tried to make personal changes in you life--lose weight, quit smoking, stop biting your fingernails; you know how strong temptation can be and how easy it is to give into it.

The temptation to stray from this Lenten journey to hope will be strong, also.  At best, temptation simply weighs us down and slows our journey--like carrying heavy chains along the way.  At worst, temptation can pull us off the journey altogether or coax us down another pathway away from our goal.

In its simplest form, this morning’s reading about Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness is an attempt by the Devil to get Jesus to take another pathway.  We must never forget when we read the gospels that Jesus was a Jew and Jews at that time were living under an occupying power--the Romans.  It was not a welcome occupation and there was resistance to the Romans.  Would be leaders of the resistance were known as Messiahs.  Messiah is a political term but since Jewish identity included the notion that they were the chosen people of God, Messiah also had a religious element.  

That can be difficult for us to grasp, but there was not much separation between the spiritual and the temporal at that time.  Caesars were considered gods as well as emperors and Jewish messiahs, while not god, were considered to be potential leaders in both realms also.

Roman authorities considered Jewish messiahs threats to their rule and they routinely arrested would be messiahs and crucified them.

There was a well established understanding in Jewish society of what a messiah was and would claim to do.  Feed the people.  Lead the people.  Inspire the people.  This is what messiahs do.

But Jesus declines.  His pathway will not be defined by society’s values.  So that is the first question you must ponder this week.  The barrier you have identified--is tearing it down truly in line with your faith or is it merely a reflection of society’s values?  If it is a reflection of society’s values, you need to find a different path--as Jesus did in this story.

At each temptation, Jesus quoted scripture.  Use your knowledge of scripture to test your pathway.  And since all together have more wisdom than one lone individual--find that trusted people or group within the church community as I mentioned last week.

Once you are comfortable that you are on the proper journey to hope, then let this story take you deeper into the journey.  Peeling back those surface layers of the story, we can discover challenging questions.  In that first temptation, to turn the stone to bread, we know that feeding the people in spectacular ways--providing manna in the wilderness--is the providence of God.  In challenging Jesus to turn the stone to bread, he was challenging Jesus to equate himself to God.  Jesus declines.

Is the path you have chosen this Lent a response to God’s love in your life or is it an attempt to become more like God?  To respond to God’s love is faith; but to try and emulate God is idolatry.  It is a very fine line differentiating the two.  One clue that you may be on the wrong path is if you discover any sense of pride like the Pharisee who prays loudly in the synagogue for all to hear and see his piety.

The second temptation was to rule.  Just as it wrong to set one’s self up to be like God, so is it wrong to set one’s self up to be better than others.  While we always strive to be the person God has called us to be--that means being stewards of God’s gifts to us--it is wrong to see us becoming “better” than other people.  As first world people, we cannot see ourselves as better than third world people; as middle class citizens, we cannot see ourselves as better than poor citizens;  as Christians, we cannot see ourselves as better than non-Christians.  All our children of God and all are our brothers and sisters.  To think otherwise is another clue that we have been coaxed onto the wrong pathway, away from our hope.

The third temptation is to test God.  Does God really exist?  If so, does God really love me?  You do have to ask those questions at the outset of your journey and you do have to assume, in faith, that the answer is yes to both.  That is a given to be on the journey, to overcome the barrier or obstacle you have identified.

But if your efforts to tear down the barrier is only a test of God’s grace, you will be disappointed.  For then you will not be repenting, but testing.  I think this is the hardest question before us as we consider this passage.  I worry that my leadership of corporate prayer in this gathering is more testing God than responding to God.  That is why I have set aside the season of Easter to consider how we can learn to pray unselfishly.

So that is the challenge before us this week.  First:  Is the situation you have identified for your Lenten journey and your desire to repent an act of faith or is it a response to society’s values?  Once that question is answered, move on to the deeper questions represented in this story.  Are you trying to be like God?  Are you trying to be better than other people?  Are you trying to test God?  

If you answered yes to any of those last three, you have been tempted off the journey to hope and you need the help of the community of faith to find your way back on the path.

