
Sermon for Lent 1A 
Sunday, March 5, 2017 
“Fight the temptation” 

Text: Matthew 4:1-11 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

I have always been fascinated by magic.  One of my favorite tv 
shows when I was a kid was Bewitched. Thanks to syndication, I find 
reruns of it all the time.  Even to this day, if I run across an episode while 
channel surfing, I nearly always stop and watch.  I have seen nearly every 
episode countless times—so much that I can probably tell you within the 
first minute what the episode is going to be about, and maybe even recite 
one of the spells cast by Endora, Aunt Clara, or Uncle Arthur.  I was 
fascinated by the magic.  So much so, that I asked for a magic kit that I 
saw in a Sears Christmas Catalog one year.  I was so excited when I 
opened my present on Christmas morning and saw the box containing 
the kit.  I opened it with such excitement.  I took out wand and tapped 
the hat.  I waved that wand in attempts to conjure up random things.  I 
even tried to make myself disappear.  You can imagine my 
disappointment when I quickly realized that what was in that kit was 
nothing more than a few pieces of worthless, impotent plastic, and that 
if any magic was going to happen, it was going to be due to my own slight 
of hand and creation of an illusion.  I wasn’t going to be able to conjure 
up all the material things I desired, but my family couldn’t afford; I 
wasn’t going to be able to zap the bully at school into oblivion; I wasn’t 
going to be able to fly to all the exotic places I’d read about in 
encyclopedias.  What if I had been able to conjure up things, change the 
course of events, or turn bullies into plants?  How would I succumb to 
temptation if I had real supernatural powers? 

The temptation of real divine power was a reality for Jesus in the 
wilderness described in today’s Gospel lesson.  For forty days and nights, 
after his baptism when God declared to the world that he was indeed 
God’s presence on earth, Jesus went on a journey to find himself and put 
it all into perspected.  For forty days and nights, Jesus was confronted by 
temptation.  For forty days and nights, Jesus fasted and was famished.  I 
can’t imagine how horrible that must have felt to be without food—or at 
least minimal food—for such a long period of time.  This past Wednesday 
I went the obligatory 24-hour fast, and I couldn’t do it!  That Chinese food 
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smelled so good; I broke my fast at 11:30 PM.  Well, I didn’t want it to get 
cold.  But Jesus resisted temptation for 40 long days.  And, yes, the 
number 40 is important; it is the number that demarcates the great trial 
periods of the Bible—40 days of the Great Flood, 40 days that Moses 
fasted while he was with God on Mt. Sinai,  40 years that the Israelites 
wandered in the wilderness (the length of a generation for the Israelites 
to create a people regenerated and prepared to claim their new land of 
promise), 40 years that Saul reigned over Israel, 40 days that Jonah gave 
the city of Nineveh to repent, 40 days that Jesus spent following his 
Resurrection until his Ascension.  Yes 40 is important.   The gospel 
passage describes Jesus being tempted by Satan.  Ha-Satan in Hebrew 
refers to the avenger, the accuser—an adversarial force whose purpose 
in the cosmos is to put God’s created beings to the test.  We often think 
of a dark angel with a pointy tail and a pitchfork, but what’s described in 
the gospel is an inner struggle for Jesus after forty days of fasting and 
prayer. 

The first test played on his extreme hunger.  Several years ago I 
went on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land and we were riding on a bus 
through the Judean wilderness.  I was struck by how much the rocks 
resembled bread!  I know if I had divine powers, I would have turned 
those stones into a nice sourdough with some fresh butter to go with it.  
Jesus resisted this great temptation despite his hunger.  Then Jesus 
found himself at the pinnacle of the temple; he could have jumped but 
the angels would have saved him. The devil even quoted Psalm 91, “There 
shall no evil happen to you, neither shall any plague come near your 
dwelling. For he shall give his angels charge over you, to keep you in all 
your ways. They shall bear you in their hands, lest you dash your foot 
against a stone.”  You know when Satan really wants to deceive us or 
send us down the wrong path, he cloaks it in Scripture, he uses the Bible 
to weave his agenda, he’ll even have his deceit come out of the mouths of 
people who call themselves Christians or the people of God.  Finally, 
Jesus found himself on a high mountain looking down on a world eagerly 
awaiting a messiah to restore the great kingdom of Israel.  All he had to 
do was speak and all would have fallen in worship to him.  All this Jesus 
could have, if he would just succumb to the temptation—if he would 
succumb to the avenger.  But Jesus resisted and he overcame all those 
temptations and more. 
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In this, the First Sunday in Lent, we are invited to confront our 
temptations.  He who was without sin was able to overcome his 
temptations, the demons that he wrestled with in the desert.  But we are 
not without sin, and we are not Jesus.  We make mistakes and fall into 
sin all the time.  Lent invites us to acknowledge that and try to do 
something about it.  We are constantly confronted with temptations in 
life.  Ours aren’t like the ones that Jesus faced; those were for him alone.  
Our temptations are meant for us—the things that tug at our desires, our 
wants, and often even our needs.  Sometimes we are able to resist, but 
often we are not.  (Like me this past Wednesday, when I couldn’t wait 
just another 20 minutes to break my fast.)  It’s in those times when we 
fall short that the season of Lent becomes more real for us, because it 
reorients us to repent and return to God, who is always willing and eager 
to forgive us, restore us, and renew us.  That’s why for this season our 
altar has been pushed back, so that we all, including myself, can turn 
toward God in this season of Lent—toward the Cross of Christ with 
outstretched arms—to receive us by his great mercy.  Lent reminds us of 
our humanity and seeks to draw us into the divinity of Christ who was 
able to overcome the temptations and transgressions of life.  It reminds 
us that we have sinned against God, we have failed to love and respect 
our neighbors, and we have failed to care for ourselves.  And Lent 
reminds us of our mortality, that we are but dust and to dust we shall 
return.  That reality can occur at any time and will occur for all of us in 
due time, so we must make things right with God.  We don’t need a magic 
wand to fix everything; we just need God. 

Use this time in Lent to come to terms with your humanness.  Take 
advantage of the extra opportunites for devotion by walking the stations 
of the cross, heeding the words of the Decalogue, making your spiritual 
confession to reconcile yourself to God.  Most importantly, open yourself 
to God’s great power and his ability to help you yield not to temptation, 
but to carry you through from victory to victory.  Amen. 
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