St John & St Stephen’s Church, Orts Road, Reading, 9t March 2025, Lent 1, Luke 4:1-13
Choose well

Here we are again at the beginning of Lent. | wonder how you are feeling about that? A bit solemn,
perhaps? Decided what to give up, if anything? Be glad when it’s over? Did you go to the Ash Wednesday
service? How was that for you? ‘Remember that you are dust, and to dust you shall return. Turn away from
sin and be faithful to Christ’ Pretty sobering, isn’t it?

Lent is the period in the church’s year when we symbolically accompany Jesus during the 40 days he was in
the wilderness, being tempted by the devil. During that time he abstained completely from food and that is
why we have the tradition of giving something up: often it’s a food. What’s going on here? The temptation
of Jesus, as it’s known, took place immediately after his baptism, when God told him clearly who he was:
‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well pleased’ and the Holy Spirit descended on him in the
form of a dove. Then, Luke tells us, Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by
the Spirit in the wilderness’ So it was not chance this happened. Jesus entered the wilderness perhaps to
unpack what ‘Beloved Son’ could mean, and to pray. Can we imagine the devil’s panic as such a power for
goodness was released into the world? What an opportune time for the devil to attack! Having just been
baptised, having received a new awareness of who he was and what he was to do, Jesus, in his humanness,
was particularly vulnerable to the seductiveness of doubt.

I’m not sure how you think about ‘the devil’ or ‘satan’. ‘The satan’ means ‘the adversary’, and in the NT he
is the personification of evil. Ignatius refers to him as ‘the enemy of our human nature’. Some Christians
don’t believe he exists, and explain evil as something which arises from the dark side of human nature. I'm
going to suspend judgement on that question because | don’t know the answer, but | will use the gospel
passage’s words - the devil and satan - as | go on. Isn’t it true that often, in our own experience, there can
be a kind of pushback after times of particular happiness or blessing? Rain after sunshine. | experienced
that this past week. After 4 days at an excellent conference in North Wales, | came back and immediately
hit a rather difficult few days that really crashed my joy. Preparing this sermon helped me to see that this
was maybe, in effect, a spiritual attack, a pushback, the work of what I'll call the ‘counterspirit’. My spirits
had been raised by the experience of the conference, now there was a counterspirit acting, pushing me
into reverse, draining my joy and energy. And at exactly the moment that | was preparing this sermon —
which is intended to expose the enemy’s tactics. Recognising this, and relating it to Jesus’ experience in the
wilderness (in a small way!) helped me to push back, to resist, and most importantly, to pray.

The temptations of the satan targeted the very centre of Jesus’ identity. Would he accept his humanity, or
would he surrender himself and his love for humanity in exchange for special powers and protection?
What would he do? ‘If you are Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread’. This test began
with the most basic of all needs: hunger. We read that Jesus was ‘famished’. Who wouldn’t be? 6 weeks
without food! Jesus’ physical hunger symbolises the yearnings of every human heart. Had Jesus given in to
being a ‘quick fix’ messiah, he would have negated the mysterious workings of God that can only happen
when we embrace the hungering in our hearts. Hungering for what? ‘You have made us for yourself, O God,
and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you’, said St Augustine or perhaps, rephrasing it,You
have made us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are hungry until they find their food in you’. What do you
hunger for? Jesus replied to the satan, ‘One does not live by bread alone’ and Matthew’s gospel adds, ‘but
by every word that comes from the mouth of God’ (Matthew 4:4). We can connect all of this to other places
in the gospel where there is talk about hunger and food — think of the feeding of the hungry 4000 and the
5000 by Jesus; of his statement that 1/ am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never be hungry’
(John 6:35); and of course to the holy communion, the Eucharist, as we gather to receive the bread of life.
Listen out for these words that Claire will speak in today’s liturgy: “... you raised up Jesus our Saviour, born
of Mary, to be the living bread, in whom all our hungers are satisfied’



The satan then zeroed in on Jesus’ declaration of his dependency on God, and took him to the pinnacle of
the temple: ‘If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down’. The satan’s devious purpose in this was to
have Jesus destroy himself. Again, the temptation was for Jesus to deny his humanness and to cling to his
divinity (see Philippians 2:6). As he stood on that precarious ledge, urged to call on angels for protection,
Jesus’ test was not unlike our own temptations to try and force God’s hand, to bargain with God. But he
must endure the loneliness and seeming futility that is part and parcel of the human journey toward
claiming our identity in God. Jesus did not deny the darkness; he did not throw himself off in an attention-
seeking display that would have been both a false attempt to prove his holiness and power, but also an
abuse of God’s promise and protection (see Psalm 91:11,12). He replied, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to
the test’ (v12).

Finally, the satan’s efforts reached a climax when, with all pretence stripped away, he offered Jesus the
opportunity to have power and authority over the whole world (as if it was his to give!!) ‘If you, then, will
worship me, it will all be yours’ (v7) Direct and blatant, this temptation to power brought Jesus face to face
with a stark choice: who do you choose? God or the satan?

Well, how many of us would choose to be satan-worshippers?? Not many, | think! We need to dig into this
a bit in order to understand and engage with it. There’s a temptation to brush this off as so far-fetched that
it has no relevance for us. We might do that for the other two temptations as well, but perhaps especially
with this one. But if we can get past brushing it off, or thinking that since this was Jesus it doesn’t apply to
us, we might find something there. So, who do we choose to serve? The human response is not so simple
and is often cloaked in the subtleties of compromise. We might think, “In order to achieve this good, | need
to sacrifice this truth. In order to maintain peace, | must be silent.” Whenever we allow our true selves to
be dictated to or controlled by another, we progressively sell ourselves out. We become less of who we are
meant to be, less free, in fact. In the OT, this is called ‘idolatry’. That “other” can be a person, project, goal,
idea — even a golden calf as in the Exodus story! (Exodus 32) We may think that there’s a lot of idolatry
going on in the US right now with sincere people, many of them Christians, sold out to a man who is a liar,
a cheat, a convicted felon, a serial womaniser and entirely self-seeking. But let’s not get above ourselves.
Our own history as a country, and in just about every other place on the earth you can think of, has
examples of the same sort of thing in its history, often cloaked in semi-OK descriptors like ‘national pride’,
or in religious language like ‘God-given right to rule’. It can happen to the best of us, and it does. It often
leads to evil. Who do we serve?

Jesus would have none of this. With clear sight, he dismissed the devil. “Away with you, Satan! For it is
written, “Worship the Lord your God and serve only him”’ (Matthew 3:10). In doing this, Jesus claimed his
identity as the Beloved Son. Having met and unmasked the evil forces that challenged his Sonship, Jesus
was ready to begin his ministry of love.

Phew. That all sounds pretty heavy stuff. Perhaps a bit too much for a Sunday morning in spring. There is
some ‘stripping back’ that goes on during Lent in church — you may notice that there are no flowers today,
we don’t sing the Gloria, the liturgical colour is purple, the colour of penance. The readings tend to be
more severe and uncompromising. We maybe strip ourselves back as we deny ourselves something we
treasure. In the same vein, this morning’s gospel cuts right to the core and asks: what do you hunger for?
who do you listen to? Who do you serve? Choose well.

Richard Croft

I am indebted to Jacqueline Bergan and Sr Marie Schwan and their powerful devotional book, ‘Birth — A Guide for Prayer’ in the
‘Take and Receive’ series (The Word Among Us Press, USA, 2004). | have shamelessly copied chunks of their reflections on ‘Evil is
Real’, pp.122-127. Thank you, Jacqueline and Marie.



