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Lead Us Not into Temptation
Matthew 4:1-11
On this first Sunday in Lent, the lectionary always takes us with Jesus into the wilderness, where he is tempted.  But, what we sometimes forget, is that this temptation comes immediately on the heels of Jesus’ baptism. Our passage from Matthew begins with the word “then,” which is Matthew’s way of saying that all that we are about to hear takes place almost before Jesus’ baptismal waters have dried.

Matthew paints a wonderful picture of Jesus’ baptism,  Can’t you just picture John the Baptist standing in the Jordan River?  He’s just preached one of his striking sermons on the need for repentance and about the nearness of God’s kingdom, when Jesus steps into the water to be baptized.

Listen to how Matthew describes it: “And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him.  And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with whom I am well pleased.”

It’s a beautiful scene.  It’s not unlike the baptisms that you’ve been a part of here in this sanctuary.  I often think back over the baptisms that I’ve participated in.  I can even remember as a child how I would strain to see the baptisms that were taking place in the sanctuary at my church in Dallas.  I also remember the countless baptisms I’ve participated in as a pastor.  I especially remember when a child cried without comfort (as my daughter Rachel did).  I remember the angelic faces of children enjoying the water and touch on their foreheads.  I remember the time that one young boy got soaked in my exuberant splashing of water.

In and of themselves, baptisms are beautiful things.  That’s why we try to take pictures afterwards and prepare special gowns and do our best to remember all that takes place, because they are beautiful times in the life of the one being baptized and in the life of the community.  As you will see in the annual report, we had eight baptisms among us last year, and I am hopeful that we will find ourselves gathered around the font more often this year. Something amazing happens to us in baptism, as our true identity is announced, that we are God’s beloved children.

In real ways, Jesus’ baptism—especially as Matthew describes it—is the bold announcement of Jesus’ identity. The voice from heaven which Matthew desribes leaves no doubt that Jesus is God’s beloved Son.

But, Matthew tells us, something happened right after Jesus was baptized.  No sooner has Jesus’ identity been announced than it is threatened, or tested. The Spirit leads Jesus into the wilderness where he is tempted.
Matthew, even though he goes into great detail about what happened in the desert, didn’t see the temptations as something to deal with and move on.  No, Jesus faces temptation all throughout his gospel.  Every story, every encounter, Jesus is tempted to be less than he is called to be, to soften the truth of his proclamation, to remain in the places that were safe rather than following the path to destruction.  The temptation Jesus faced wasn’t something he could deal with and, with a sigh of relief at having finished with that, move on to other things.  No, Matthew is telling us that Jesus’ temptation is exactly like our own.  It’s not the huge temptations to do wrong that are the most dangerous to us.  No, it’s the temptations we face every day of our lives as we try to follow the costly path of discipleship—as we follow the one who said, “If you want to be my followers, take up your cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.”

Isn’t that the type of temptation that we face?  Not so much the big ticket temptations to do the wrong things, but rather the daily nibbles at our discipleship that ask us to settle for easy choices and a reduced gospel and a manageable sacrifice? Isn’t the temptation really to forget that we are God’s children—that we belong to God—and that somehow that truth should be reflected in our lives?

I recently learned of a definition of sin that makes sense in this connection.  We too often define sin as doing something wrong.  You know, stuff like greed, and violence, and adultery, and theft.  But the sin that Matthew indicates we’re tempted to has more to do with our vocation—with who we are—than with what we do.  So I like that a couple of writers describe sin like this: “Sin is rebellion against God—the wrenching of life from its roots in divine purpose.”

“Sin (is) the wrenching of life from its roots in divine purpose.”  All through the pages of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus is following that divine purpose for him all the way to death on a cross.  And no matter how the temptations were voiced, no matter who was asking, no matter whether they were asking from the right motivations, Jesus refused to be wrenched from what God intended him to be, even if that meant his own death.

The church’s season of Lent is a time for study and self-examination.  It’s a time to discover how we may have turned from God and to turn back to the source of our life.  These forty days before Easter give us a time in the church to consider the ways that we are being tempted to an easier discipleship rather than the costly faith that Jesus invites us to pursue.  These temptations will come to us as individuals and as a community of faith.  And they will come to us every day that we try to live faithfully in light of what happened to us in our baptisms.  Daily we will be called to turn our hearts to God, to remember the voice that says “You are my beloved child,” and to live out of that identity and calling.

My prayer for you and for us as a congregation is that we will not fear the time of testing that comes to all who are called by God, and that we will not be afraid to follow the one who goes before us, trusting that God will never leave us or forsake us.  The temptations will come, because we belong to God.  But we can face the temptation, because we belong to God.  When we celebrate our next baptism together on Easter morning, a new child will experience the power of what happens when the church baptizes.  He will be immersed in the reality that he is God’s beloved child, and from those waters he—along with all of us—will rise to fullness of life because of what God is doing among us.
In just a few minutes, we will gather at the table of the Lord. Here, we will remember once more that we are welcomed into God’s embrace. Here, we will feast on the grace by which we are claimed. And from that table, we will go forth as God’s people, sustained once more by the deep memory that we are God’s beloved children.
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