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1st Sunday of Lent, Year A 
March 5, 2017 
St. James 
 
By Becky Jones 
 
Every year, Lent begins with the same story: 
Jesus is out there, somewhere in the desert,  
alone, hungry, physically weak after 40 days of fasting.  
And it’s then, when he’s got to be close to the breaking point,  
when he’s no doubt at his most vulnerable,  
it is then that that crafty old Satan shows up and tempts him.  
I can identify, can’t you? 
 
But Jesus doesn’t give in temptation.  
Instead he renounces Satan,  
who leaves, acknowledging a temporary defeat,  
knowing that there will come another opportunity. 
 
Lent always begins this way.  
The gospel writers Matthew, Mark and Luke  
all begin their story of the start of Jesus’s ministry with this episode.  
And our baptismal covenant also begins this way.  
Historically, from the earliest days of the church  
right up to our own time,  
the very first question that those who wish to be baptized are asked is 
 “Do you renounce Satan and all his works?” 
 
Because Lent is the time when, for centuries,  
we have prepared new Christians for baptism,  
this is always how we start this season:  
With a reminder that in order to follow our Savior,  
the very first thing we have to do  
is renounce all other powers that seek to lay claim to us.  
 
The fact that Jesus was in the wilderness for 40 days  
is no mere coincidence.  
The number 40 is ripe with symbolism.  
The ancient Israelites spent 40 years  
wandering in the wilderness,  
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repeatedly being tested – 
and repeatedly failing those tests.  
 
Even more to the point,  
Moses spent 40 days and 40 nights alone with God,  
during which time he neither ate nor drank,  
but was taken to a high mountain  
and shown all the land, as far as the eye could see.  
Sound familiar? 
 
We’re meant to remember these stories,  
to see that Jesus IS the embodiment of Israel,  
only an Israel made perfect; 
that Jesus is a new Moses, a Moses made perfect.  
 
But at an even deeper level,  
Matthew wants us to hear in the story of the temptation of Christ  
an echo of the temptation of Adam and Eve.  
And if Israel’s story is Jesus’s story,  
then the story of Adam and Eve is OUR story.  
Make no mistake, that’s US walking around Eden,  
just waiting for a snake to get us into trouble.   
 
In today’s readings,  
both Jesus and Adam and Eve  
were given the opportunity to trust or mistrust God,  
and to assume Godlike power themselves.  
In both cases, Satan’s strategy is the same,  
but the results are different. 
 
When the snake slithers up to Eve in the garden,  
he never actually lies to her.  
Instead, he just plants seeds of doubt  
that sound imminently reasonable.  
Isn’t that the way it always is?  
We rarely are tempted by that which is obviously evil.  
No, it’s evil masquerading as good that trips us up every time.  
 
“God’s not telling you everything,” the snake says.  
“God’s keeping you in the dark.  
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Wouldn’t you like to be like God?  
Wouldn’t you like to be wise?  
Wouldn’t that be a good thing?  
Go ahead and take a bite of this delightful apple.” 
 
“Wouldn’t you like to turn stones into bread?  
You could not only feed yourself,  
but think of all the thousands of hungry people you could feed.  
Wouldn’t that be a good thing?”  
 
“Talk is cheap, but perform a miracle,  
and then think how easily you can spread your message.  
Then people will believe in you, believe what you say.  
Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” 
 
“If you were in charge of the world,  
think how much good you could do.  
If you were in control, you could rewrite the laws,  
you could decide who had power and who didn’t,  
you could decide what justice would look like.  
Think of it! Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” 
 
“You can have the same power that God has!  
And you can have it NOW, not later.  
Take the fruit right in front of you  
and your hunger, your lack of wisdom, your lack of power  
will all go away right now.” 
 
Satan has never stopped whispering such temptations  
into humankind’s ear.  
And we’ve never stopped falling for it.  
Because there is always something unfulfilled  
inside each one of us,  
a longing,  
a hole of some kind,  
that the devil seems uncannily capable of exploiting.  
 
Adam and Eve took a look at that delicious fruit  
and concluded that their lives would be complete  
with a bite of apple.  
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Today, we might conclude that our longings could be satisfied  
if we just had a new laptop. 
 Or a bigger house.  
Or a better job.  
Or political power.  
 
And so we labor long and hard  
and sacrifice much to obtain these things,  
only to find that the emptiness remains.  
The laptop, the house, the job, the election  
doesn’t end our longing.  
The famous 17th century philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal  
spoke of a God-shaped hole in every human heart,  
a bottomless abyss opening up inside us  
that we would do anything to fill.  
 
Jesus shows us is that we can never fill that hole  
with anything other than a deep and abiding relationship with God.  
Thus, the goal of the life of faith  
really isn’t to escape our limitations,  
escape our longings.  
No, the goal is simply to discover  
that God is there in the midst of our limitations and longings,  
giving us the courage and the strength to stand and face them,  
knowing that God’s grace is sufficient for us. 
 
It’s such a temptation, not to trust in God’s promises.  
But Jesus trusted. 
And in the end,  
he obtained everything Satan dangled in front of him,  
but at the proper time and the proper place.  
 
He didn’t turn stones into bread  
to satisfy his hunger in the wilderness,  
but he miraculously created enough bread out of a few loaves and fishes  
to feed thousands of hungry people.  
 
He didn’t throw himself down from the temple  
and miraculously land without a scratch,  
but he did bring about the miraculous healing  
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of untold numbers of people.  
 
 
 
He didn’t use his powers  
to take control of all the splendor  
of all the kingdoms of the world  
in an instant.  
But by following the hard road ahead of him,  
a road that ended in crucifixion at Calvary,  
he did lay claim to the greatest Kingdom of them all,  
the Kingdom of God.  
 
So where does that leave us,  
we mere mortals,  
we weak humans  
whose heads can still be turned by some luscious fruit  
and a smooth-talking snake? 
What are we to do in the face of inevitable temptation?  
 
The road isn’t always easy,  
and the temptations along the way are sometimes great.  
It’s said that when Martin Luther  
felt temptation or fear or doubt coming on him,  
he would shout out in defiance,  
“Away with you, Satan! I am baptized!”  
 
Maybe that is still our best strategy.  
Whenever we feel ourselves about to succumb to temptation –  
whatever form that temptation takes –  
let us remember the promise inscribed on our foreheads at baptism.  
We are marked as Christ’s own forever. 
God has declared each of us worthy of love, dignity and respect,  
and has vowed to be with us and for us throughout our lives.  
 
So during this season of Lent,  
let us do our best to turn away from sin  
and to become more Christ-like.  
But at the same time, let’s not be overcome by failure and regret.  
Because, as Paul reminds us in his letter to the Romans today, 
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even the gravest of sins is dwarfed by the great mercy of God. 
 
Amen.  


