Lent 1: The Temptations of Jesus

Sermon by Anthony Freeman at Holy Cross, Crediton on Sunday 10 February 2008

Matthew 4.1-11

The temptations of Jesus set out in the familiar account we have just heard represent three kinds of assaults upon his integrity. To see how this is, we need to recall that in the biblical understanding of human nature there are three aspects or dimensions to each of us: body, mind and spirit. The three temptations of Jesus in the wilderness reflect this tripartite division.

The Body: The temptation to turn stones into bread played upon his physical need for food and sustenance.

The Mind: The temptation to test the truth of God’s announcement that Jesus was his Son played upon his mental doubts and hesitations. 

The Spirit: The temptation to deny God’s sovereignty by worshipping that which was not God was an assault on the spiritual bond between Jesus and his Father which was the mainspring of his whole being.

The response of Jesus to each of these three levels of attack is the same in every case. He turns to the scriptures, he turns to God, he refuses to allow the tempter to drive any kind of wedge between him and his Father. This is the example we are to follow. All too often we fail in the face of temptation because we focus on the symptoms of our human weakness. That is not our Lord’s way. He shows us how to look to the source of our divine strength..

When tempted by his bodily hunger, he turned for strength to “every word that proceedeth from the mouth of God”. So with us. If we are tempted by way of our physical vulnerability — whether the gluttony of youth or the infirmity of old age — the practical solution is the same: to turn to the source of our strength in prayer, in scripture and in sacrament.

When we are tempted by our mental inability to accept the gospel, when we doubt God’s love for us and his care for the world, when we question how any of it can possibly be true, the answer is the same: to turn to the source of our strength in prayer, in scripture and in sacrament. You don’t fight intellectual doubts with text books but with prayer books. I should know! The first and great commandment is not “Thou shalt believe in God” but “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God”.

And when we are tempted spiritually, tempted to govern our lives by the world’s standards rather than by God’s, the remedy is again the same. Turn away from false allurements — don’t try to take them on and fight them in your own strength, simply turn away from them — and turn towards God, the source of your strength, in prayer, in scripture and in sacrament.

This act of turning is what we mean by repentance, or penitence, which is the guiding theme of the forty days of Lent. We have to turn away from our weaknesses — a turning away traditionally symbolized by giving up some harmless pleasure for the duration of Lent — and turn towards the source of our strength, above all in this sacrament of Holy Communion, where we are fed and sustained by the Word of God not only in scripture but in broken bread and wine outpoured, and where our weak prayers are joined with those of our fellow Christians here and with the whole company of heaven.

