Luke 4:1-13

1Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness,2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing at all during those days, and when they were over, he was famished.3The devil said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.’4Jesus answered him, ‘It is written, “One does not live by bread alone.” ’

5 Then the devil* led him up and showed him in an instant all the kingdoms of the world.6And the devil* said to him, ‘To you I will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please.7If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.’8Jesus answered him, ‘It is written,
“Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” ’

9 Then the devil* took him to Jerusalem, and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here,10for it is written, “He will command his angels concerning you, to protect you”, 11and “On their hands they will bear you up, so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.” ’
12Jesus answered him, ‘It is said, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” ’13When the devil had finished every test, he departed from him until an opportune time. 
So we begin this first Sunday of Lent, as we always do, with the story of the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness. Before Jesus began his public ministry, he spend forty days in the desert without food, and at the end of that time, Satan tempted Jesus in three ways; to satisfy his physical hunger by changing stone into bread, to succumb to a hunger for pleasure and power, and to test God by expecting him to somehow save Jesus from physical suffering. Christians observe Lent, which is forty days – not including Sundays – preceding Easter Sunday, as a way of remembering and honoring Jesus’ time in the desert. But it is clear that many of us have missed the point and failed to honor our Lord by failing to properly observe Lent. Just consider Mardi Gras for example: a time of wild revelry and feasting that occurs the day before Lent begins, a day of celebration. Celebration of what? Celebration that it’s not Lent yet! We have a day to let loose, to get wild and crazy before we swear off certain vices for Lent. Then from Ash Wednesday until Easter we observe a sort of temporary New Year’s resolution by “give up something,” only to resume whatever we gave up when Easter (finally) arrives. For some, Mardi Gras is a favorite holiday as it represents a freedom from the bondage of religious observance. There’s something terribly wrong with the notion that our lives as Christians should be “temporarily” altered in a negative way to commemorate some event in Jesus’ life. Haven’t we, as Christians, been born into a new life? Aren’t we as Christians being continuously sanctified by God’s Spirit? Aren’t we growing in our faith and discipleship, or are we just stuck in an ever-repeating cycle of sin? Did Christ free us from such bondage or didn’t he?  
Let us look at the story of Jesus being tempted in the Wilderness and see if we can come up with a better model for Lent. First, it is worth noting that on the heels of his baptism, the Holy Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness. God has just spoken to Jesus, “You are my Son, my Chosen, my Beloved, in whom I am well-pleased.” The words must still be ringing in Jesus’ ears; they would be in mine! The fact is that God speak those words to us – we are not the only begotten of the Father, but we are beloved by God, and that fact should penetrate our entire being. And it is absolutely essential that all of you know that you are beloved by God, because if you don’t believe that, you will never ever find peace. In vain you will search for some substitute love, be it the affection of another person or the admiration of other people or basic sensual pleasure. As the French philosopher Blaise Pascal noted: 

What is it then that this desire and this inability proclaim to us, but that there was once in man a true happiness of which there now remain to him only the mark and empty trace, which he in vain tries to fill from all his surroundings, seeking from things absent the help he does not obtain in things present? But these are all inadequate, because the infinite abyss can only be filled by an infinite and immutable object, that is to say, only by God Himself.

It’s important to note that just because we don’t experience God’s love doesn’t mean God doesn’t love us. If we’re busy frantically searching for some substitute for God’s love, we will never know God’s love, and hence we will always have this void or vacuum in our lives. It’s like we have a Valentine card from God, but we never open it! 

But you can’t just get fixated on the Valentine card. I’ve gone through that phase in my Christian walk where I’ve believed it was enough to know that I am beloved of God. I just wanted God to keep repeating that, like a girlfriend whispering those sweet nothings in my ear (Say it again, God. Who is your  beloved?) It feels good, doesn’t it? It’s like making a shrine out of that Valentine card that God sent you. You get stuck on the fact that God loves you, and you never seek anything else. Don’t you want to know the one who loves you to such a degree? Don’t you want to love God the same way he loves you?
Don’t you want to send God a Valentine card? 
And that is the next step; to love God the way he loves us. It should bring us comfort and joy beyond measure knowing that God loves us, and it should keep us walking on cloud 9 every minute of our lives, but it should also keep us walking with God. That’s the direction we go as Christians. We can’t sit still in the knowledge that God loves us and not respond in kind. And this is the reason that the Holy Spirit sends Jesus into the desert. Not to prove anything to God. Jesus isn’t giving up food and shelter and safety for Lent; he is seeking the will of the Father. That’s what you do when you love someone – you try to do what brings that person joy. Jesus is loving the Father by giving himself entirely to his will.   
At the very core of temptation is the notion of doing something for some other purpose than for the glory of God. Jesus doesn’t respond to Satan’s temptation to turn stones into bread by saying, “No thank you, I’m fasting for Lent, and besides, occasional fasting is good for my health.” Jesus responds by saying, “Man does not live by bread alone,” and the saying continues in Matthew, “but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” (Matthew 4:4). Jesus doesn’t respond to Satan’s temptation to have all the kingdoms of the world by saying, “No thanks. I have plenty already. Besides, too much wealth just becomes burdensome.” Jesus responds by saying, “It is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” Jesus doesn’t respond to Satan’s temptation to throw himself off the pinnacle of the Temple by saying, “That’s not necessary; I know God loves me.” He says, “It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” Each time, Jesus make God the focus of his argument. Jesus is saying, “It’s not about me; It’s about God”
And every word that comes out of Jesus’ mouth, and everything he ever does, is all done to the glory of the Father. That’s what you do when you truly love someone; you seek to obey that person’s will, even when it leads you right to the cross. Why the cross? Let me share a couple of your responses from last week: When asked, “What does the cross mean for you,” one of you responded, “Warmth and comfort.” One person mentioned that wearing a cross helped her get through her difficult teenage years – young parents: let that one sink in. What is the message you get from the cross? LOVE, and a love that doesn’t give up. 

And a love that expresses itself in a will to follow Jesus, wherever he may lead us. It’s sending Jesus a Valentine card. And how do we do that? By obeying his will, and his will is that we love one another as he loves us, and that again leads us to the cross. How able are you to love others with the kind of love that God demonstrates to us? This is why we cannot Lent to become a cycle of self-cleansing followed by a regression to careless and thoughtless behavior, as if we’re trying to appease God for a short time. Is God not the most important thing in your life? 
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