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Luke 4:1-13

“Temptation”

Most loving gracious God, we have begun our Lenten journey with you and with each other.  We pray in these forty days you will be with us, guiding us and teaching us.  Help us to see how the life of your Son and our lives intersect.  May this time prepare us for Easter, so that when we arrive at the empty tomb, we’ll have a better understanding of why it all happened, what it all means, and what we’re to do now.  We pray this in the name of the Resurrected One.  Amen.

By now you’ve noticed that things are little bit different than they were last Sunday.  The color behind the cross has gone from green to purple.  The music has changed.  The alleluias are gone, and so is the Doxology.  The order of worship has changed a bit in the hope that worship will be more reflective than usual.  Welcome to Lent at Faith Des Peres Presbyerian Church.  I hope you enjoy the journey.
Recently, I overheard someone ask if Lent holds much meaning for people anymore?  The person to whom he posed this question commented that he thought for most people, it does not.

I think there are a lot of misconceptions about Lent, the biggest one being that it’s a season of doom and gloom marked by fasting and giving things up.  Sweets, red meat, and television often top the list of what people sacrifice.  I decided to give up mindless surfing of the Internet this year, and so far it’s going OK; probably because I’ve been so busy watching the Olympics.  But when people think of Lent, they often think of giving things up.
I think another misconception about Lent is that people view it as 1 long funeral procession between Ash Wednesday and Good Friday.  But this couldn’t be further from the truth.  We celebrate the resurrection every Sunday, including the Sundays during Lent.  There’s no need for worship during this season to take on the hue of Ash Wednesday or Good Friday with lots of talk of death and dying.  I think we’re reminded of those things enough on a daily basis.  And as I said, we’re here to celebrate the resurrection, not the crucifixion-even during Lent.    
The goal of Lent has always been to prepare people for Easter.  From the very beginning, Christian people have gotten ready for the big day by traveling with Jesus on his way to the cross.  This journey requires work.  It requires discipline.  The journey isn’t easy.  We’ll encounter things we don’t like, and we’ll encounter things we don’t understand.  Both of those things are OK.  
We’ll also have to be honest with ourselves as we ponder the human condition, both humanity as a whole and our own personal lives.  Introspection is needed during Lent, because on our journey we’ll need to look inward, at our own personal lives.    Lent means “spring”, so think of Lent as spring cleaning for your soul.  You might hear some things or learn some things that challenge you and require you to do some deep cleaning.  In fact, I hope you will hear things that challenge you to journey inward.
Now, as I said, the goal of Lent is to prepare us for Easter.  Resurrection doesn’t happen in a bubble.  It comes after skirmishes, run-ins, arguments-some of them very heated, and much, much suffering.  There are many events that led up to Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.  And for this reason I think one of my most important tasks during Lent, is to try to help you understand why Jesus was crucified.  Jesus doesn’t suddenly show up in Jerusalem and get killed.  There are many incidents that lead him to Jerusalem, and contribute to his trial and subsequent execution.  Jesus does some very revolutionary things that change the world, and the world resists them.  During Lent, we’ll visit those revolutionary events on our journey, and in the process I hope you’ll have a better understanding of the events surrounding his crucifixion.
But, and this is a big caveat, our inward journeys are much more than philosophical pondering or navel gazing.  I’m a big believer that worship should motivate you to do something, too.  Christianity isn’t a philosophical head trip.  Christians are disciples; disciples are learners, and learners are doers. 

Since Lent isn’t only about you-or about me- after all, we’re all on this journey together-we’ll also be asked (well, we’re more than asked, we’re required as disciples) to journey forward in service.  Our journey doesn’t end on Easter.  It didn’t end for the disciples, and it doesn’t end for us.  The disciples hit the streets and went to work healing people and feeding people and helping people, just like Jesus did.  No less is required of us.

Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem begins the same way in all 4 Gospels.  His journey begins with his baptism.  This was a life-changing experience for Jesus and it gave him a new direction, a new name (“the Son of God”) and a new vocation.  Three of the four Gospels all agree that the very next thing that happened to Jesus is that he goes into the wilderness for 40 days.  While he’s there, he’s tempted by the devil and he eats nothing.  At the end of the 40 days, he’s famished.  Now I don’t know about you, but when I’m really hungry (famished) there’s not much else I can think of but food.  I’m also very weak.
I bet Jesus was physically weak, too.  There’s nothing in the Bible to lead us to believe he wouldn’t be.  So I’m guessing that the devil knew this was an opportune moment to tempt Jesus.  He tempts Jesus with bread, power and glory.  Which are pretty good items with which to tempt someone you’re trying to lure to the dark side.
The devil’s challenges to Jesus are not to bad things.  In fact, the temptations, had Jesus succumbed to them, would have served the people well.  The first temptation, to turn a stone into a loaf of bread, would have assuaged his hunger after the long fast.  It also follows that if Jesus can turn one stone into bread, he can turn many stones into bread, and Israel’s landscape was littered with stones.  Israel was also littered with many hungry citizens.  Jesus could have fed Israel’s inhabitants 100 times over, which would have been a good thing considering the land was wracked by famine.
The second temptation the devil tries to lure Jesus with is to have authority over all the world’s kingdoms.  Again, had Jesus succumbed to this temptation, the people would have benefitted.  Remember, most of the known world in Jesus’ day was under the heavy-handed control of Rome and its economic, beaurocratic and military empire.  A regime change would have been good for the people.  

The third temptation concludes in Jerusalem, the place where Jesus’ journey ends and the church’s begins.  The devil challenges Jesus to go there and challenge the priests’ work, many of whom are working hand-in-glove with the Roman occupiers to the detriment of the people.  Surely a reform is in order there.
Yet to each of these temptations Jesus says, “No.”  Jesus knows that while accepting the challenges would have served the world well, accepting them would have meant serving something and someone less than God.  And therein lays the crux of the story.  The devil was tempting Jesus to be someone he was not, someone less than who he was called to be.  God called Jesus at his baptism no less than the “the Son of God.”  Sure, he could have accepted the devil’s offers, but then he would have been someone less than he was and someone he was not supposed to be.  He could have served a lot of people accepting the devil’s offers, but then he wouldn’t have been God’s beloved son, he would have just been Joseph’s boy from Nazareth.

Three years will elapse between the time of Jesus’ wilderness temptations and his crucifixion, but already the stage is being set for his execution.  Luke tells us that the devil departed from Jesus until the opportune time, and that opportune time came 3 years later in the form of Judas.  
This scene is just the beginning of many skirmishes Jesus will face on his way to Jerusalem.  He’ll encounter lots of people who want him to be someone he is not.  They’ll want him to play by their rules, and follow their laws, just like the devil wanted him to do.  But to do that would have meant separating himself from God and being someone less than he was called to be.

When we think about our own temptations, we tend to think of those small temptations we face consciously everyday: the extra cookie we know we shouldn’t eat, the dress we purchased but cannot afford, the questionable tax deduction we took, or even the little white lie we told.  But the biggest temptation we face isn’t any of those, it’s the temptation to be someone less than God calls us to be.  It’s the temptation to settle for less, which is hard to resist when settling for us may actually mean more: more fame, more power, more dough.  
Our temptation is to secure our future on our own terms instead of God’s terms.  

And unfortunately, we don’t need to look far to see this played out in the world.

We see more and more politicians on each side of the aisle accept the temptation of winning the next election instead of getting something done.  We see them compromising the well-being of many in order to comfort a few.  We see companies cut corners that will hurt the environment in order to gain a few bucks.  And every day we see people secure their own future first and if there’s enough leftover to secure someone else’s, well OK then and if not, well OK then.  What are we taught on airplanes?  Put your own mask on before assisting others with theirs.

May I suggest that Jesus lived his life doing the opposite, which was a very revolutionary thing to do.  So revolutionary, in fact, that it led to his execution.
My Lenten challenge for you this week is to think about where in your life you secure your own mask before securing others.  That’s your inward journey.  Step one.  Then, I want you to reverse course and journey forward.  Try putting on someone else’s mask first.    Try securing your future on God’s terms instead of your own.  It’s tough, I know.  It’s a challenge to do, I know.
Chances are you will hear a voice in your head that keeps warning you that what you’re doing isn’t right. "Stop.  Put on your own mask. It’s OK; you’re really helping others by helping yourself first."  If that does not work, the voice will move to level two: "What’s wrong with you?  Don’t you know you’re doing the world a favor?" If you do not fall for that one, there is always level three: "If God really loves you, you can do whatever you want.”
If you do not know whom that voice belongs to, read Luke’s story again. Then tell the devil to get lost and decide to secure your future on God’s terms. Be the person God is calling you to be. Expect great things, from God and from yourself. Believe that everything is possible. Why should any of us settle for less?
Amen.
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We come before you, O Lord, at the beginning of this holy season
knowing that you have called your disciples to go forward with you
on the way to the cross.

So hear our thanksgiving for your Son, whose journey to the cross reflects the love
of One who would lay down his life for his friends and who would call us friends.

And hear our thanksgiving for the faithful who
throughout the ages have sought to follow that road
since you first took the journey those many years ago.

And hear our prayer of thanks
that we are to be counted in the line of the saints.
Grant that we would be given ears to hear your gospel
and strength to stay true on the road until we come to our Calvary.

And save us, O Lord, in all that we do as your disciples.
Save us from false familiarity with your journey.
May we never presume to step into your shoes,
but make us small enough to fit our own
and to walk in love and wonder behind you.

Come close, gracious God, and hear our prayers for the world, the church, and your people.

You walked into a place of temptation, Lord.
We pray for a world tempted by power and popularity;
for politicians tempted to compromise the well-being of the largest number
for the comfort of the few;
for industrial leaders tempted to sacrifice the self-replenishing earth
for short-term increases in profitability.
Strengthen them with your hand to love your people and your creation.

You walked in hunger, Lord.
We pray for the people of our world whose bellies are not filled this day,
for communities struggling to dig for clean, fresh water;
we pray for those who hunger for an end to bombs and conflict and hate.
Bring near the day when the hungry will be satisfied.

You walked in the presence of idolatry, Lord.
We pray for your church in all its places, styles, and traditions.
Keep her free from idolizing the world’s ways
and set her heart on your self-giving love.
We pray for your people gathered here.
Inspire our mission life, strengthen our relationships,
and make us all ready to forgive and be forgiven.

You walked alone, Lord.
Be close to all who today live primarily in the context of loneliness.
The loneliness of illness and fear, of suffering and rejection;
stay beside all who near death.
Let us hear again the promise that
nothing in all creation can separate us from your love in Christ,

and in his name and with his words, we pray together saying, Our Father . . . 
Luke 4:1-13 

1Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished. 3The devil said to him, "If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread." 4Jesus answered him, "It is written, 'One does not live by bread alone.'" 

5Then the devil led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world. 6And the devil said to him, "To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please. 7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours." 8Jesus answered him, "It is written, 'Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.'" 

9Then the devil took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, "If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10for it is written, 'He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you,' 11and 'On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.'" 12Jesus answered him, "It is said, 'Do not put the Lord your God to the test.'" 13When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time. 

