Sermon for Sunday 29th February 2004 – 09h00

Readings:

Deuteronomy 26:1-11

Psalm 91:9-16

Luke 4:1-13

I don’t know how many of you watch Isidingo, but I have been quite fascinated by the plot development of the relationship between Cherel, Tanya, Nico and Len, but mainly by the interaction between Cherel and Nico.  The one scene which really stuck in my mind was one between Cherel and Barker, when she lets it slip that Nico is the father of the child she gave us for adoption and who has now found her and become an important part of her life.  Cherel, who is always in complete control of every situation but is now terrified of what Nico will do, says to Barker, “I gave him the power, I just gave it to him.”  Old Nic saw his opportunity to reduce Cherel to a helpless child once more, and he took it with both hands, playing her like a fish on a hook.

That is precisely what Old Nic does with us.  The devil attacks our every weakness, if we give him the power, and makes our lives miserable.  Have you ever noticed how one seemingly small and harmless white lie to get you out of an awkward situation can have repercussions in directions you never though possible.  Jesus knew exactly how to deal with the devil.  He gave him no opportunity to get a toe –hold on his life.  Even when Satan threw today’s psalm at him, Jesus could match him quote for quote.  He was prepared because he understood Satan’s tactics.  The devil has no power over us until we give him that power.  We give him power by not understanding ourselves, by not seeing and acknowledging our weaknesses, by not noticing the chinks in our armour and by not trying to close them.  

“Know your enemy” is a good tactical saying, but sometimes we are our own worst enemy.  I know someone who is convinced that since she became a Christian she has never sinned.  Now when people try to point out to her that there was only ever one sinless person, she just gives them a superior smile and repeats that she does not sin.  She maintains that she goes to bed with a clear conscience each evening and there is nothing for which she needs to ask God for forgiveness.  She frightens me and I feel very sorry for her, because she is so blind to her faults, which are patently obvious to the people whose feelings she hurts, or who she belittles or whose faith she ridicules.  A useful exercise to help us grow more like Jesus is to set aside 15 to 20 minutes each evening to look back over the day, letting it play out in our heads like a movie.  Then to ask the Holy Spirit to help us remember when we said or did things that disrupted our relationship with God and with each other and to ask forgiveness for them and for the strength not to repeat these mistakes.  

The devil understands human weaknesses and he tempts us to do wrong by playing on them.  Think of the Garden of Eden story, there was only one thing forbidden to humans by God, so the devil worked on that.  He always offers us things that are not his to give.  With Jesus, he came unstuck because he concentrated on his humanity, his physical hunger and the so human desire for power and wanting to test God.  What he forgot was that Jesus was God as well as man and that the Holy Spirit will always conquer the devil.  There were no chinks in Jesus’ armour because he did not desire anything that the Father had not already given him.

When we look at the reading from Deuteronomy we see that God works in a very different way.  Here we have a reminder of how God looked after the people, made them grow in number and become prosperous.  When hard times came to them, God miraculously rescued them and provided a new place for them to live in a good and fertile land with plentiful crops.   When we had turned from God and had gone our won way, God sent Jesus to save us from the consequences of our sins and to turn us back to God.  God, in the ultimate selfless and loving act, became one of us and died a most horrible death so that we might be given life.

God provides us with everything that we need, and only asks our gratitude in return.  When we perform an act of kindness or compassion, when we let God’s love shine through us to the rest of the world, the consequences can often have repercussions in directions we never thought possible.  When we allow God to work through us to bless others, some of that blessing rubs off on us too, sometimes in unexpected ways – we gain a new friend, we grow spiritually, we receive a deeper insight into the ways of God.  This, in turn, makes us more eager to allow God to work through us.  

To come back to Isidingo, we see Cherel’s fear leading her to more and more hurtful ways of keeping her secret.  She gets Barker to get rid of Nico, she flirts with Len in front of Tanya to break up their relationship incase Len should let the secret slip – and we see the way these acts hurt Cherel.  Instead of an ever-narrowing, selfish spiral of temptation, sin and distance from God which is the devil’s way, God’s way leads us in an expanding, selfless spiral which brings us into a closer and closer relationship with God and with other human beings.  It opens our hearts and minds to the possibility of knowing God’s joy and love and peace.  It gives us a reason to see beyond the trials and troubles of this world and to “rejoice in all the good things the Lord your God has given to you and to your household.”

