Lent 1 10 February 2008
I always recall preaching some years ago here on this very same passage about the temptations of Christ and at the end of the service Ted House, who many will recall, came up to me with one of his large mischievous grins on his face and said “I can resist everything except temptation”. The quip by Oscar Wilde tells us much about the human condition that we all contend with. It is a spiritual battle that we are all involved in on a daily basis.
St Paul reminds us that sin is always lurking at the door and that although we are also reminded that we are made in the image of God we have to contend with the knowledge that we so often want to walk our own way rather than the way of Christ. The image of God in us is marred by sin.
If that there was all to say on the subject of sin then it would be a very depressing prospect, but thanks be to God that we have a Saviour who, although tempted in every way, remained without sin, who for us and for our salvation lived among us, died for us, and rose again. There is an answer.
Temptation is something we all face. Temptation is not a sin; giving in to it is. Now we have to be realistic about our condition as humans. It is all to easy to beat ourselves up in acknowledging that we all fall short of what God requires. And I am not belittling how seriously God takes sin, but we have to acknowledge that as sinners God has provided a way out for us. To repent means to turn around and walk away from patterns of behaviour or actions that destroys our lives rather than build them up. This is all too often easier said than done, as some patterns of behaviour become ingrained and are difficult to deal with. Some may involve physical or psychological additions. So what does the very familiar passage tell us about how we can overcome temptations?

I think the first thing I want to say is that we are not Christ. That is not to excuse any of us but, there is a very real sense in which to be human is to fail and it is in our weakness and failure that God can deal with us, broken before the cross. This is a paradox – to become someone in God’s eyes we have to acknowledge our total reliance on Him and our failure. Some of the spiritual giants of faith that we hold up knew this sense of complete worthlessness including St Paul who called himself a wretched man in Romans 7 for always finding himself doing the very things he wanted to avoid doing and failing to do the good he wanted to. Again if all ended here it would be despair for all of us but he concludes, “thanks be to God through Jesus Christ”. It is God who provides the answer. So it is important to be realistic about what makes us tick and to acknowledge that we are not Christ.
Having said that, it is clear that Jesus deployed strategies to overcome the temptations that he faced to defeat the enemy, which will assist us on our journey, day by day, as his disciples. The first obvious thing is that he knew his Scriptures well. Even when they were quoted back at him by the enemy he was able to deal with the subtle twisted arguments put forward and over come it. That, in my mind begs the question: how well do you know your Bible? If it remains unopened on your book shelf can I ask you to dust it off and read it? Ignorance is not bliss; it is in my view a grave shortcoming. If you are going to withstand temptation you do need the whole armour of God which includes the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, as St Paul reminds us in Ephesians 6.
The second weapon in the armoury of Christ is his relationship with his Father. That was developed by prayer. Again that begs the question: what is your prayer life like? Do you have one? Christ was able to defend himself against temptation because his relationship with his Father was rock solid.

The third weapon that Christ had at his disposal was an acute insight into his own motivation. It is implicit in the way that the devil tempted him. The devil went for what could have motivated Christ’s ministry. Christ had to be clear about what he was doing and what motivated his actions. It is a useful test for us to apply when thinking about a course of action: what is motivating me to act in this particular way? It may give us an insight into our spiritual integrity if we can answer that question. It is certainly something Christ asked himself and that provided a way to deal with his accuser.
God forgives you if you acknowledge your sin and turn from them and intend to live a new life following the commandments of Christ. This familiar form of words leave all of us open to the rightful charge of hypocrisy because, like St Paul, the good that we want to do so often deserts us at the vital moment. We try to walk the way of the cross but fail to do so. That’s why we start each service with the confession; it is an acknowledgement that we need to restore that relationship with God. To the charge brought against us of hypocrisy all I can say is that it is true but at least we acknowledge it which so often is not acknowledged by those who bring the charge.
If someone comes up to me in work to tell me that they have made a mistake I often say, “no one gets up in the morning thinking they are going to have a bad day”. These things happen and in acknowledging the mistake steps can then be taken to rectify what has happened. It is unacknowledged mistakes that lead to real problems because when they are eventually discovered, as the inevitably are, the situation is always must worse.

The adage the confession is good for the soul is a true one. God, like the shepherd, seeking out the lost sheep, is always ready to receive a sinner who repents. It is never too late. 

A question I would like to leave you with is: if God can forgive you can you forgive yourself or forgive someone who has wronged you? That is a tough one but is something you have to grapple with as a disciple of Christ. To illustrate this I finish with another quip from Oscar Wilde: “children begin by loving their parents; after a while they judge them; rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.”
