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Today I’m preaching on everyone’s favorite subject: temptation.
The Gospel lesson for the first Sunday in Lent is always the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness.  Jesus has just been baptized by his cousin, John the Baptist.  At his baptism Jesus was anointed by the Holy Spirit as the Messiah, and the first thing the Holy Spirit does is lead Jesus into the wilderness, where he is alone, tempted by Satan not for forty seconds, forty minutes, or forty hours, but for forty days.  In the gospel accounts of Matthew (4:1-11) and Luke (4:1-13) Jesus’ temptation is described in more detail as he is tempted specifically by Satan to turn stones into bread to satisfy his hunger, to jump from the pinnacle of the temple to test God’s faithfulness, and to worship Satan in exchange for power.  Jesus overcame each of these temptations, citing the word of the God as he did so.  

While many of us may have not been tempted to turn stones into bread, jump off the top of a temple or worship Satan, we have been tempted to satisfy our hunger with things that only make us hungrier, to test God, and to do things we know are wrong in order to get ahead.

Not only have all of us been tempted in such ways, if we’re honest, often we have not overcome these temptations while citing the word of God, we have simply given in.  Sometimes we think there is simply no way around a temptation, so there’s no use fighting it.  As Oscar Wilde wrote in The Picture of Dorian Gray, “The only way to get rid of a temptation is to yield to it.”  Good thing for the human race Jesus did not share that perspective. 

The problem is when it comes to temptation we are not Jesus; even a “WWJD?” bracelet doesn’t help.  Our hearts are not wired to overcome temptation.  Scripture tells us that our hearts are “devious above all else” and “perverse” (Jeremiah 16:9).  Jesus taught, “out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander” (Matthew 15:19).  We do not need to gradually fix our hearts; we need God to give us new hearts.  That’s why on Ash Wednesday each year we pray from Psalm 51, “Create in me a clean heart, O God” (vs. 12).  

As part of a fallen human race we have what theologians call original sin, an internal and unceasing tendency toward sin.  In the Articles of Religion (the classic doctrinal statement of the theology of the English Reformation in The Book of Common Prayer, 867ff), Article IX, “Of Original or Birth- Sin,” describes this:

“Original sin… is the fault and corruption of the Nature of every man, that naturally is engendered of the offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original righteousness, and is of his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth always contrary to the Spirit” (BCP 869).

One of my favorite TV shows is The Office, a hilarious comedy about a completely dysfunctional regional office of the fictitious Dunder-Mifflin Paper Company.  One of the main characters is Dwight Schrute, the totally neurotic “Assistant to the Regional Manager.”  (There is a statue in my office that is missing its head, and either Paul or Justin taped a Dwight Schrute head stress ball on top of it, and I display it proudly on one of my bookshelves ().  In one episode Dwight describes his cousin, Heindl:

“My cousin Heindl could have been a great athlete, but he bought a pair of irregular footie pajamas from the store and his legs grew unevenly.  Now he can only run in broad elliptical patterns.  When he ran for the bus he would have to aim 45 degrees to the right, and the natural curve of his warped leg path would eventually guide him back to the door.”

Because of original sin our hearts, like Dwight Shrute’s cousin, have a warped leg path, and without the grace of God we are completely unable to walk the straight and narrow, even if we try “to aim 45 degrees to the right.”  That is why we are so vulnerable to temptation.  That’s the bad news.  

The good news is that Jesus knows what it is like to be tempted.  Today’s Gospel lesson from the first chapter of Mark simply describes Jesus’ temptation this way: “He (Jesus) was in the wilderness forty days, tempted by Satan” (Mark 1:13a).  

If we’re honest, most all of us know what it feels like to be in a wilderness season of temptation in our lives—some of us may be in such a wilderness season of temptation this very minute—and it would be great if Satan would leave us alone in such times.  Unfortunately Satan has one agenda when it comes to us, an agenda Jesus described succinctly in John 10:10, “to steal and kill and destroy.”  

When we, like Jesus in this morning’s Gospel lesson, find ourselves alone and in a wilderness season in our lives, that’s exactly when Satan comes to tempt us.  The good news is that Jesus has an agenda for us that is the polar opposite of Satan’s, an agenda to give us abundant life in him (John 10:10b), and that means God gives us his grace even in the wilderness, even as we are tempted.  God gives us his grace through Jesus Christ, even in the midst of temptation—in fact, especially in the midst of temptation.    

The Letter to the Hebrews describes Jesus Christ, our Great High Priest, this way: “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need” (4:15-16, NIV).  

Temptation is a lifelong fact of life.  I remember when I was five years old I was at the commissary with my mom and I saw an Incredible Hulk comic book that I wanted.  I asked my mom if I could have it, and she said, “Not today.”  That’s when the temptation hit.  A few minutes later when she had her back turned, I grabbed the comic book and tucked it under my coat.  My heart was racing, my hands were sweating, and I felt a combination of thrill and shame.  I thought I’d be so happy to have this comic book, but I had to keep it hidden in my room, and every time I looked through it the thrill faded and the shame increased.  

A couple weeks later my mom was helping me clean my room and she came across the comic book.  She noticed that my face was beet red, and her eyes narrowed, “Where’d you get his?”  “I found it,” I muttered, looking at the floor.  Then she asked, “Isn’t this the comic book you asked for at the store?”  She had me.  “Uh… yes.”  “Did you steal this?” she asked, her voice rising.  There was no sense denying it—“Yes.  I’m so sorry.”  I started to cry, hoping for some sympathy.  No sympathy, instead she said, “Tomorrow we’re going back to the store and you’re going to tell the manager of the store what you did.”  “Am I going to go to jail?” I cried.  “We’ll see,” she replied.

I was awake most of that night, panicked about going to jail.  The next day my mom drove me to the commissary, and we walked to the back of the store.  I watched as she spoke with the manager, who had sideburns and was wearing a beige sport jacket and big blue tie (it was the mid 70’s ().  As he walked over to me, I started shaking.  I gave him the comic book back, and asked him if he was going to send me to jail.  He asked me if I was ever going to steal a comic book again.  “No sir.”  He said, “Good—then I don’t think you need to go to jail.”  I was so relieved!  My mom ended up buying the comic book, because it was damaged, but I hated that comic book.  (Fortunately God did some inner healing in me several years later when The Incredible Hulk TV show came out with Bill Bixby, and I experienced healing of my guilt and shame regarding the Incredible Hulk ().

I was never tempted to steal another comic book, but over the last 35 years I have been tempted too many times to count to do things I know are wrong.  Many times I have overcome these temptations, and many times I have simply given in.  And, believe it or not, many of those temptations to which I yielded had to do with things of much greater weight than a comic book.  The result of yielding to temptation is sin, and the result of sin is shame, not to mention fallout, damage, and hurt.  And even though we can experience forgiveness for our sins, we still have to live with the consequences in our earthly life, and that’s tough sometimes.  

And temptation is not just something that happens when we’re kids, or in middle and high school, or in college.  Temptations come over and over and over again throughout our lives.  Even if we overcome them, they have a way of coming back, because as the writer Lane Olinghouse observed, “Those who flee temptation generally leave a forwarding address.”  

One of my favorite C. S. Lewis books is The Screwtape Letters, a series of letters from a veteran demon in hell named Screwtape, to his novice demon nephew, Wormwood.  In these letters Screwtape instructs Wormwood on how to tempt Christians most effectively.  In one of these letters Screwtape describes how middle age is a great time for Wormwood to tempt people:

“The long, dull, monotonous years of middle-aged prosperity or middle-aged adversity are excellent campaigning weather… The routine of adversity, the gradual decay of youthful loves and youthful hopes, the quiet despair of ever overcoming the chronic temptations with which we have again and again defeated them… all this provides admirable opportunities of wearing out a soul by attrition” (Lewis, Mere Christianity and The Screwtape Letters Complete in One Volume, 395).

When Israel was in the wilderness they were tempted again and again.  They did not think it was possible for God to provide a table for them in the wilderness, and they persisted in sins of idolatry, sexual immorality, testing God, and complaining (Paul describes this in I Corinthians 10).  But Psalm 78:19 shows us that God can provide a table in the wilderness.  God does that for us in Jesus Christ.

On the night before Jesus died on the cross for the sins of the world he established the sacrament of Holy Communion at the Last Supper.  Holy Communion is a sacrament, a sure witness and effectual sign of God’s grace and good will toward us (Article XXV, BCP 872).  Receiving Holy Communion is one way we can do what Hebrews 4:16 describes as approaching the throne of grace and receiving help in time of need, especially during seasons of temptation.

In fact, when we celebrate Holy Communion there are seasonal prefaces used in the liturgy between the sursum corda (lift up your hearts) and the Sanctus (Holy, holy, holy…), and one of the prefaces for the season of Lent reads: 

“Through Jesus Christ our Lord; who was in every way tempted as we are, yet did not sin; by whose grace we are able to triumph over every evil, and to live no longer unto ourselves, but unto him who died for us and rose again” (Rite One, BCP 346, 7:45, 11:00 and 5:00 services).
“Through Jesus Christ our Lord; who was in every way tempted as we are, yet did not sin.  By his grace we are able to triumph over every evil, and to live no longer for ourselves, but for him who died for us and rose again” (Rite Two, BCP 379, 9:00 service).

Only by the grace of God in Jesus Christ are we able to overcome temptation.  

And we can also receive God’s grace to help us in the areas in which we have failed to overcome temptation, because when Jesus died on the cross the day after instituting Holy Communion, he atoned for both our unceasing bent toward sin and the times when we completely gave into temptation.  Back to the Articles of Religion… Article XXXI describes how Jesus’ death on the cross does this:

“The Offering of Christ once made is that perfect redemption, propitiation, and satisfaction for all the sins of the whole world, both original and actual; and there is none other satisfaction for sin, but that alone” (BCP 874). 

Or as John wrote in his First Letter, “In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins” (4:10).  

So what about you today?  Perhaps you are in a wilderness season of temptation this very moment.  Perhaps it is a wilderness season of temptation that has turned into a very long season of your life.  Perhaps you feel the attrition of chronic temptation on your soul.  

Perhaps there are things that are tempting you that nobody knows about except you, and of course, God.  Perhaps it is temptation related to cheating in school or substance abuse or financial impropriety or sexual immorality or infidelity or self-hatred or despair.

Or perhaps you’ve already given into some major temptation and you’re in trouble—dealing with the shame, hurt, pain, and fallout.  

Or perhaps you’re simply trying to navigate the consequences of sins from the past, consequences that will always be a part of your earthly life.

Regardless of where you are when it comes to temptation or sin, you’re in the right place, because here you can receive the grace of God today to help you overcome the temptations in your life.  You can receive the grace of God today to cleanse you from the sins you’ve committed through yielding to temptation.  You can receive the grace of God today to help you navigate the consequences of past sin.

The same Jesus who was tempted by Satan in the wilderness for forty days died on the cross for you and was raised the third day.  He loves you more than you know right now, he sympathizes with you right now, and in your hour of need—be that this hour, or any hour—he can give you grace to help in the midst of temptation.  

Let us pray.  
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