Sermon for the First Sunday in Lent

By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

THEN was Jesus led up of the spirit into the wilderness to be tempted of the devil.
 In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, Amen.

HOMILY:


What is it that tempts you?


Temptation is all around us all the time, of course, and it takes many forms. Some of us are tempted by the lure of wealth. The lure of having money and “things” can make us lose track of our moral compass and foundation, and act in ways displeasing to God.


This temptation is addressed twice in the 10 Commandments, once in the eighth commandment – Thou shalt not steal – and three times in the tenth commandment – Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s house, or wife, or animals, or anything else that belongs to thy neighbor.


In I Timothy, we are told that the love of money is the root of all evil.


Not that it is inherently evil to have wealth, but when the gathering and holding of wealth becomes the most important thing in our lives, then we are prone to wander into sin and evil. Jesus commanded that we should share those things with which we have been blessed.


“And if any man will sue thee at the law, and take away thy coat, let him have thy cloke also.”
 By doing so, by being willing and cheerful givers, we free ourselves from the crippling and devastating evil of putting the gathering of wealth before our responsibility to others.


Too, we are urged to give freely to support the church and its good works, so that we may be part of the spread of the Gospel to the world. We give in proportion to our ability to give, of course.


We are reminded of the story of the widow’s mite, which referred to a poor widow who, unable to give more, put her two leptons in the offertory box. The lepton was the smallest coin used in Judea – worth about six minutes in common wages. When we consider that the widow likely had no source of income, the magnitude of her gift becomes obvious.


When others, who were able to give more, remarked disparagingly of her because she gave so little, Jesus noted that she had given all she had to give, and thus her gift was in proportion worth far more than the larger gifts the relatively wealthy were able to give.

He also said to his disciples, “Verily I say unto you, That a rich man shall hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven. And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.”


Clearly, then, giving in to temptation of wealth is a deadly sin, which we commit at our peril. 


Another common temptation is the love of praise.


Sometimes people are so in love with the idea of being praised by others or thought well of by others that they abandon what they know to be right. They can become sanctimonious and proud, forgetting that God’s law requires respect and mercy for others.


Jesus during His ministry often criticized the Pharisees for this fault. Our Lord noted “all their works they do for to be seen of men: they make broad their phylacteries.”


A phylactery was a leather case worn on a strap on the forehead which contained verses of scripture written on strips of parchment. By doing this, the Pharisees claimed to be led always by the word of God. But in noting that “they make broad their phylacteries,”  Jesus is saying that they would make the case larger than usual in order to draw attention and praise from others who might see them.


In our readings for Ash Wednesday, we were cautioned that we should, “Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen of them: otherwise ye have no reward of your Father which is in heaven. Therefore when thou doest thine alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men. Verily I say unto you, They have their reward.”


It is not the object of giving praise to God, or of giving, or of prayers, that we be seen doing these things. The end of prayer, alms and praise is not that we be praised for those things, but to give praise to God. The man who does these things to receive praise from men receives his reward in praise from men, but forfeits his reward from God in Heaven.


Temptation, we see, is really about putting ourselves first. 


Whether we seek money for ourselves, or wealth, or honor, or praise, when we focus on our own reward, we surrender God’s reward. 


When we consider what the temptations of Jesus were in the desert, we see the same pattern. First, Jesus was offered food that involved the rejection of God’s grace and provision. Jesus did not need to prove that He is the Son of God.


He was also challenged to reject the Father’s authority and mercy by intentionally placing Himself in harm’s way, but like the temptation of the food, our Lord rejected the temptation.


Finally, wealth and influence was proffered. Satan promised all the kingdoms and wealth of the world if Jesus would but worship him. This too, Jesus rejected, ordering the devil to depart and tempt Him no further.


We too, are called upon to reject temptation and the false vain glory of the world. In our Baptismal vows, we promise to renounce “ SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1the devil and all his works, the vain pomp and glory of the world, with all covetous desires of the same, and the sinful desires of the flesh.” 

Let us remain true to those vows, and enjoy a Holy and rewarding season of Lent – rejecting temptation wherever we find it.


Let us pray.


Lord, grant us such wisdom and surety of spirit that we may reject all temptations of the devil and of the world that we may encounter in our lives, remaining true always to Your ways and Your will. This we pray in the name of our only Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
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