Sermon A Lent 1 2026_SCED

The story of Jesus’ temptation seems to have new things to say to us each
time we read it on the first Sunday of Lent.  There are many good reasons why Jesus was wise to avoid what Satan was encouraging him to do.  For example, with turning the stones into bread:  it would have been really belittling of Jesus’ power from God if he had used it to put on a party trick; some people think it would have been wrong of Jesus to have given into hunger pangs as that would have been a sign of weakness.  I’m not so sure I go along with that, as satisfying hunger is a basic human instinct.  However, misusing God’s gifts to do it, wouldn’t necessarily have been quite so good.  And there’s the problem with doing anything on Satan’s instructions, a distasteful thing to do if you are, as Jesus was, a true follower of God.  No, Jesus was wise to avoid turning those stones into bread…

And what about throwing himself off a high building, on the understanding that the angels would catch him??  What about that??  Well, I hear a sort of taunting in that instruction of Satan’s like the taunting Jesus had to endure later from the Roman soldiers and others as he was arrested and then hung on the cross.  Come on, if you are really the Son of God, come down from that cross.  It’s almost like Satan is saying: “Come on if you are really the Son of God conjure up a stunt to prove it.  And what a stunt: to throw yourself off a pinnacle, and take up the precious attention of God and God’s angels, who probably would have rather been occupied with a far worthier cause, than saving a stuntsman.  No, it is clear that Jesus made the right decision here.

And what about bowing down to worship Satan?: not a very pleasant idea for Jesus I’m sure; except that the deal that goes along with it is that Satan would give Jesus all his worldly powers.  This must indeed have been a temptation; and it is quite right that Jesus resisted it, and with it the three ploys of Satan designed to entrap him.  

So what was really going on here, and do these three temptations have anything in common??  Well, yes, I believe the three temptations did have something in common; something more I mean than that they were all dreamt up by Satan.  It seems to me that these temptations were all about power.  The turning of stone into bread was about tempting Jesus to use supernatural power inappropriately; it is clear Jesus did have a kind of what we might call supernatural power, because later in His ministry he was able to heal by the power of the Spirit, and he also had a wisdom which enabled him to discern people’s thoughts and motivations very clearly.  

But you know there is no more dangerous power than the insecure kind.  We must remember that Jesus was at the very beginning of his public ministry.  He had just been baptised by John and had only just heard the voice of God say to him: “This is my own dear Son in whom I am well-pleased.” It could well be that Jesus, at this time,  just at the beginning of his ministry when the temptations happened was not yet himself aware of the full extent of the power of God’s Spirit within him.  If we can see this temptation as a kind of a test of powers Jesus was probably still unsure of, then it makes it a temptation much more difficult to resist.  

The throwing oneself off a pinnacle is another test of power, but this time it is the ability of Jesus to conjure up the power of God the Creator that is at stake here.  Once again, for a Jesus newly-baptised and recently himself aware of his special task from his Father, it must have been very tempting to test the limits.

And finally, when he was unsuccessful at convincing Jesus he should put his own and God’s power to the test, Satan said, ok then, if you won’t stretch the limits of your own power, why don’t you just rely on mine.  Bow down and worship me, and your power will be secured.  This too could have been tempting for Jesus, as it would have meant that he would never have had to rely on his own and God’s power (both quite scary and untested things) but would instead have had the security blanket of someone else’s power.  It means Jesus would never have grown and matured fully as the Son of Man and would have remained entirely dependent on Satan’s power and his worldly advantages.  

This is perhaps the greatest temptation of all, and it is the one most pertinent to us, as we probably don’t believe we could turn rocks into bread anyway; and we probably would be a bit worried about throwing ourselves off high buildings.  But this last temptation is an alluring one, because effectively it invites us to be weak, immature people, stunted in our dependencv on the worldly.    It is easy to avoid taking responsibility if someone else is willing to do that for us.  Jesus was right to resist this temptation of the devil, and we would do well to resist it too.  

Jesus then, gives us a good example in today’s story.  He hadn’t eaten for forty days, and must have been under great physical strain; he was just beginning his ministry, and must have felt confused and bewildered at what God his Father, was calling him to do.  He resists Satan in the midst of all of this, thus demonstrating to us that even in the midst of our own strains, confusions and bewilderment, if we rely on God we can resist the lures of sin and of negativity.  

I trust this story will help all of us as we reflect on it during this first week of Lent.
Amen
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