St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Shona Fleming  (Second Sunday in Lent  13 February 2005)
Sermon on the temptations of Christ.
I want to start by going back to creation in the OT. We were created to enjoy a close communion with God. Let us compare ourselves to a candle, with our bodies being the wax of the candle and our spirits the wick and God the flame. The close relationship between the flame and the wick is like the close relationship that we were created to enjoy with God. But, through choices that were made, man broke that relationship with God. The candle went out. This brought with it certain fears, such as the fear of death and mans search for immortality.  And so for centuries humans did not enjoy a close personal relationship with God. There were prophets etc with whom God interacted, but humankind in general walked out of communion with God. Jesus was sent to re-establish that communion – to reconnect us with God. So it is interesting to note, that one of the first things he has to do before he starts his active ministry, is overcome temptation. Succeed where Adam had failed. I want to put this reading in context. Jesus had just been baptised by John, the spirit of God had descended on him, and a voice had declared,”this is my son, whom I love, with him I am well pleased.” Then he is immediately led into the desert to be tested. 3 gospel writers testify to this fact. Often in life, following spiritual highs, we too will find ourselves being tested as never before and we can take comfort from the fact that Christ has already walked that path for us. 
So we have Jesus, been led into the wilderness, by the spirit. I am going to read you part of William Barclay’s description of this wilderness. “This wilderness lies between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea. The OT calls it “The Devastation” and this is what it is. It is an area of yellow sand, of crumbling limestone and of scattered shingle. It has ragged ridges running off in all directions and hills that are like dust heaps. It has bare and jagged rocks and it traps the heat like a fiery furnace.” A less inviting place is hard to imagine. This is where Jesus is led by the Spirit to be alone and it is indeed a place where he would be left alone. One may ask, why the desert? One of the reasons is that a desert is a place where spiritual conflict is at its most intense. There is little else there.  And so it is here, that Jesus now faces three powerful temptations.

The first temptation is a dual temptation. Jesus is tempted to turn the stones into bread. This must have been a huge test for Jesus. He had just fasted for forty days and so the temptation to use his powers to satisfy his own hunger must have been almost overwhelming. But Jesus always refused to use his powers for himself and this is an important lesson to us. We, too, have certain gifts and we must make sure that we don’t use them exclusively for our own gain. For example some very talented motivational speakers only perform when they are been paid. They will not do charity work. This is just one eg. We, as Christians are called to follow Christ’s example and use our talents to build up the community.
The second part of the temptation is completely different. Jesus is about to embark on his active ministry and this would have been one way to gather a following. Meet the peoples’ material needs and one will always have an active following but this was not what Christ was offering. He was offering, first and foremost, to meet our spiritual needs. To reconnect us to God. 
 And so, Jesus answers the tempter in the same words which express the lesson that God was trying to teach his people in the desert, “man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” The only way for us to attain true satisfaction in life, is to submit our lives to God and to learn complete dependence on Him. Please note that in every single temptation, Jesus quotes from the scripture, confirming for us the importance of knowing the scriptures and using them to overcome tests and temptations in our own lives. 
The second avenue of attack is to take Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple and encourage Jesus to test God. Can you imagine what a spectacular start to his ministry this would have made? Jesus could have leapt off the pinnacle and landed in the temple courts unharmed. This in itself would have convinced people that he was the Son of God and he would have had an immediate following. And there are even OT verses that he could have used to back up his actions. In Malachi we read, “The Lord whom you seek will suddenly come into the temple.” And in Psalm 91 it says that angels will lift Gods man upon their hands so that no harm shall befall him. Jesus certainly knew these versus, and yet that was not his way. Sometimes we are called upon to take risks to be true to God, but we are never to take risks to prove Gods protection over us or to enhance our own image. Our faith needs to be strong enough to believe without sensations and to quietly trust in God’s protection without playing or experimenting with it. 

Thirdly, the tempter asks Jesus to compromise a bit. “Fall down and worship me, and I will give you all the kingdoms of the world.” Jesus had come to save the world. He was about to embark on his active ministry, and here was the tempter offering him a short cut, asking him to become a bit more like the world, in order to change it. This is also an important lesson for us. How often are we called upon to compromise our faith a little bit. Bend the rules. We, as Christians need to stand firm. Jesus calls us not to stoop to the world’s level but to lift the world to His level. 

So what does this mean for us, now in 2005 .

Firstly, as I have already mentioned, it is vital for us to know our scriptures and apply them in our everyday life. Maybe this lent we should commit to spending 10 mins a day reading the Bible instead of giving up something. 
Secondly, we need to really engage with the process of repentance and forgiveness. It is tempting sometimes to hold onto old hurts and grievances. How often do we hear people say, I can forgive, but I will never forget? Is this true forgiveness?  We are promised forgiveness by God on condition that we forgive others. No relationship can flourish where there is unforgiveness. So God truly forgives us and that is how our relationship with him can grow, but we need to extend that forgiveness to others. 

Thirdly, let us be aware of the choices we make daily. Let me give you some examples. If we look at the third temptation that Christ had to overcome, we see that if he was prepared to compromise a bit, he would have gained worldly success. I want to share some practical examples of how we are often faced with making choices like this on a daily basis. Within the space of a week in December, I was faced with two situations that tested my Christian principles.  The first one happened in Woolworths. The teller failed to ring up the one article of clothing and she just placed it straight in the bag. I could have kept quiet and taken that article of clothing for free. It wasn’t as if anyone would know, or as if she would have to pay the money in. But by pointing out her mistake, I was not only true to my principles, but I also found it was a chance to minister to her when she thanked me for my honesty. A few days later I was at a place called Second Cup and I bought something from the second hand shop they have there. The man that served me gave me ten rand too much in change. Again I could have kept quiet. It was his mistake and granted he would have to pay it in at the end of the day, but so what? Again I found that by being honest a door of opportunity was opened to minister. Now some choices are much harder. If you run your own business, are your income statements honest or do you cheat the tax man? If your boss asks you to bend the rules a bit or look the other way, do you do it because you know it might cost you your job if you don’t? These are much harder choices. Ultimately, Christ’s rejection of worldly success in favour of following the path God had set for him, led to his death on the cross, but this choice gave Him the victory over sin and death. Because of Christ’s choices we are free to have life and have it abundantly. We are free from the fear of death and sin. We are free to see beauty in everyone and everything around us and to minister Jesus’ love to all, even those who seek to harm us. 

Some of the choices we are called to make are really difficult choices, they might cost us materially, but we need to trust in God, submit our will to his will for our lives and follow where Christ leads, knowing that Christ has promised to walk every step of the way with us. 
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