Lent  1  St.  Paul’s   Year   A

On  this   first  Sunday  of  Lent  we  are   asked  to   think   about    Temptation.  Our   words   Temptation,  Test,  Trial  all   interpret   the  same    word  in   Greek,  PEIRASMOS.  

For   openers  it  is  interesting  to note  that    Mathew and  Luke  have  different   orders  for  the    three    temptations   of   Jesus in the   wilderness.    The   temptation that  Matthew  has   second,  Descending from the  pinnacle of the   temple ,  Luke  has  as  the   third     temptation.

This   morning  we   will use   Matthews   order    which  is   probably   closer  to   the   original than  Luke’s    And  I   would    suggest   to   you   this  morning   that   we   take   these  temptations   seriously.    Here’s   why.   If  we   believe, as  we  do ,  that  Jesus  in  his   life ,  his   prayers,  his   parables,  his  healing,  his   actions  -   and  his  death  and   resurrection   shows  us  the   character   of    God,  then    these    temptations  not only  tell us  what   Jesus    will do and not  do .  They  also  tell us   what   God   will do and  not   do.  

So  we  might   think of   this  little   portion  of  the    Gospel  of  Matthew as a  kind  of   theological  meditation  on   the   question:   What is  the  meaning of that    heavenly   declaration;    “This is   my   Son,   the   beloved,  in whom I am well   pleased “.  That   declaration   has  been  made    about     each and   every  one  of   us  This  is   my   son   this is  my   daughter,     my   beloved,  in  whom  I am  well   pleased.   What  might  that   mean   for  you  in your   life,    what  might  that  mean for  you  in  this   Lenten  season.?   

It  is  as  “ the  beloved   of  God”,  that   Jesus is    tempted   to   do certain  things  and   refuses.  Both   Matthew and   Luke  begin  two   of  the   temptations  like   this:  If  you are the  Son  of   God …? 

One   aside  before  we   start.  I  do not  think  of  the   Tempter  or the   Tester  or   Satan,  or  the   Devil   as  some  sort of   transcendent  spiritual  being.  It’s       more  like  the   process  of   Temptation   or   Testing   becomes  personified and  presented   anthropomorphically.

The   first   temptation  begins  with  the   challenge,  “If  you are the   son  of   God,   command  these  stones to   become  loaves  of   bread”.     Jesus    refuses.  And    quotes     Deuteronomy  8:3  “It is   written,  One  does not live  by  bread  alone,  but   by   every  word that  comes from the   mouth  of   God”   

Jesus  doesn’t   feed    himself   first,  not   even   after a  long   fast.    And   in   Jesus  life   experience  and in  God’s   economy   when  you   gather  the   bread  that  is   available  and    Jesus  takes  it and  blesses  it and   breaks  it  and   distributes  it;    there  is   enough  for  every  one   when it is   shared   equally.  That  holds  true  for  Jesus  table   fellowship  and  also  for    God’s   global   household.   No   need  to   change   stones  into   bread,   provided  that   bread   passes  through  Jesus hands  and   becomes a  part  of   God’s   economy.    

Poem:   David   Whyte

This  is not
The age of  information
This  is  NOT
The  age of information
Forget  the news
And the  radio
And  the  blurred  screen
This is the  time 
Of   loaves
And   fishes
People are   hungry
And  one good  word is  bread
For a  thousand.

The   second   temptation  follows  from the    first.    The   tempter  picks  up Jesus’  challenge  of   “Every   word  that comes from the  mouth   of   God”  and  so  the   Tester  quotes  from the   Bible   too.     If  you are the   Son  of  God  throw  yourself  down from the   pinnacle of  the   temple, 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   says,  “It is  written    Do  not  put the  Lord   your   God  to the   test.”

 God   doesn’t  play  games  with  us.   God  is a  God  of  integrity.  God   says   he  is   with  us   and  he   is.   No   need   to  get your   shorts in  a   bunch to  see if   God   really   meant  it.   No  need  for    acting  out   to  see  if  God   will step  in  and   save  the   day.  God  can be  trusted.  No   need  to   test.    In  confidence  we  can  go  about  the   business     of  living  our  lives as  the   beloved  of   God.   

  And    since  we are   created in the  image of  God,  God   asks   the  same kind  of   trust,    transparency,   openness  and   directness   from   us.  Jesus, the   anointed  one,   demonstrates  that  kind  of  integrity every  step  on the  journey  of  his life,   all the   way  to   the   cross.  And  God  is  with   him   all  the    way.

Poem    Rainer   Maria  Rilike:  Speaking  of our relationship with   God

As it  happens,  the  wall  between  us  
is   very  thin.  Why couldn’t  a  cry
from  one of us
Break  it down?  It  would crumble
easily.
It  would   barely  make a  sound.



The   third  temptation  is the  great  climax  and    grand   finale  of  the   three   trials  or    tests.     “  The   devil   took him to  a  very high  mountain and showed him all the “kingdoms” of the world and their glory, and he  said to him  ‘All these  I will  give    you, if you will fall down and  worship  me’”

The   tempter  simply   asserts  his  dominion  over  the   “kingdoms” of the  world  That is an   extraordinary  claim.    We   would  expect   Jesus  to   immediately   reject  it.  We   expect  him to  say  that  the  earth  does not   belong   to the   tempter,   but  to   God.    But he  doesn’t.    He   implicitly   accepts  the   tempters  claim.    He   concedes that  the  tempter  can  give  all the  “kingdoms” of the  world  in   exchange  for    demonic   worship. 

What   Jesus  does is  simply  refuse  that   worship,    again,  with a   citation from   Deuteronomy “It is  written,   ‘Worship   the  lord  your   God  and serve   only  him.

Why   didn’t  Jesus   deny  flatly  any   demonic  control  over   the  “kingdoms”  of  the  world ?  Notice   that   the    devil  never speaks  of  giving   “creation”  or the   “earth”  in  exchange  for  the   worship   of  him. 

What   the    tempter   speaks  of as  the    “kingdoms” of  the   world  is  civilization,     with  it’s   governments,   cultures,   programs   policies,   life  styles  and all the   rest..   The   “kingdoms”  of the   world  are  the   ways  we  manage and   control  the   earth,  the   whole  of  creation;  it’s  the  way  we   give  some  sense and  meaning  to  our   lives.  The   tempter  does  not   own  and  cannot    offer  to   anyone   the   “world  that    God  so    loved”,   and  that   God   created.    

The   focus  of  Jesus   life  was  to   use   God’s  kingdom  to  manage    God’s   creation.   It’s  like  living  in   your  house  by  your   rules.   Not    living  in   your  house     by   someone  else’s    rules.  

God has   entrusted  the   whole  of  creation,   the   whole   world,  to  us.
 to  manage  .  God  has  given  us  God’s  kingdom. Gods  values and   ways  of living  and  God’s  priorities   to  make  sense of   our   lives.  

As  we   explore   what   that  means  this   Lenten  season,  and  as  we  begin  to  live  into  God’s kingdom,  God’s  ways  of   relating   to the  world  and   one  another as   God’s   beloved,    that  we   would  do  well to   remember   the  words  of  the   writer  of   Philipians;    “work  out  your   salvation  with   fear and   trembling.”  (2:12)

Because  there   temptations and  trial   out   there.   The   kingdoms  that   belong  to  the   Tempter  will   not  like   our    living  into   being   God’s   beloved.      So as   we    confront  our  own  temptations  on   every   side, and  refuse  to   follow   them,   I   leave   you   with   an   admonition and a  benediction

Keep a  good  clear  eye  on the   dirty  ways  of the   world.  That’s  from a   favorite  song writer and  singer   of  mine,  Harry  Chapin.   And  the   benediction  is from  the    precinct   commander  on   Hill   Street   Blues.   “Be careful   out   there”     Amen
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