
Lent 1 Year A  

Sometimes when I sit down to read the Sunday readings and 

start to think about a sermon, I think – ‘I haven’t got a clue’. I 

certainly felt that about the today’s NT reading, but was a little 

comforted by the fact that all the books I looked at said ‘very 

difficult to understand what Paul is trying to say’; sometimes no 

verb, no object noun, no subject noun – nothing – just rambling 

jottings; a little bit like the jottings I sometimes make when 

starting a sermon – so, sorry – I can’t really help you here, as far 

as St Paul is concerned. 

BUT – (I do love this word BUT) today’s OT reading and the 

Gospel are ripe for picking. Matthew was very fond of drawing on 

the Jewish Scriptures to paint the picture he wanted people to 

see – and here it is so obvious.  Jesus is driven by the Spirit into 

the wilderness, immediately after his baptism in the Jordan, 

where he hears his Father tell him ‘This is my Son, the Beloved’ – 

and then the Spirit drives him into the wilderness, where he has 

to come to terms with what lies ahead of him. 

For Matthew, writing a very Jewish Gospel, the parallel is 

obvious. Not only is the forty day trial of Jesus in the wilderness 

comparable to the people of Israel wandering in the desert for 

forty years, it is like saying - Jesus stuck with God whilst the 

people of God continually wandered away. The first two 

temptations of Jesus play on the strength he has just received 

at his baptism – ‘You are my Son, the Beloved’.  So, if you are 

God’s Son you can do all sorts of thing. God fed the people in the 

wilderness with Manna – now feed yourself. Jesus refuses to fall 

into the trap. He will feed others when they are in need, five 

thousand – four thousand – the disciples at the lake side – but he 

will not feed himself to show he can do it; he will not drop from 

the sky upon Jerusalem to show the people how wonderful he is – 

he will enter Jerusalem on a donkey, knowing he is facing his own 

death. He will not rule the world by power – he has come to 

serve. Each answer comes with a quotation from scripture. His 

answers show his trust in God. He will not put God to the test. 

The texts which Jesus uses show us how Matthew uses the 

Jewish Scriptures to demonstrate who Jesus is. They are all 

taken from the story of Israel in the wilderness. Jesus had come 

through the waters of baptism just as Israel had come through 

the waters of the Red Sea at the time of the Exodus. Jesus had 

to face, in forty days and nights, what Israel had faced in forty 



years of wandering in the desert. But where Israel had failed, 

time and time again, Jesus will succeed. Matthew is saying to his 

readers – Jesus has done that which Israel failed to do – Jesus 

has done what God always wanted Israel to do, to resist 

temptation and bring light to the world. 

Behind Matthew’s comparison of Jesus’ time in the wilderness, 

resisting temptation, and the people wandering the desert at the 

Exodus, is an even older story of temptation and exile into the 

wilderness. 

It is believed by scholars, who study these things, that this 

story of Adam and Eve dates back to at least the tenth century 

BC – it is, of course, not to be taken literally – it is a myth 

developed by stone age people to explain the inexplicable – why is 

there so much evil in the world – where did we come from – how 

did we get into this mess?  So the story is very old – going back 

deep into human consciousness – and yet the story is new, 

contemporary, giving some sort of explanation for why we are in 

the mess we are in today – people homeless and hungry in one of 

the richest countries in the world, some parts of the world at 

war or on the brink of war – again, famine across many countries, 

much of it manmade, over 20 million people held even today in 

slavery.  We really are in a mess, aren’t we? 

The story begins well enough, in a beautiful, fruitful garden. This 

is how God intended the world to be – humanity and nature at 

peace with one another. The man has a task – to till it and keep it 

– and is told that the two of them can eat of all the fruits it 

produces except – and in that ‘except’ is our downfall – because 

we can’t be told. We will not be told. We will exercise our right 

to choose – and we choose to do the wrong thing. As soon as 

Adam and Eve have an opportunity to rebel – rebel they do. Of 

course, it is all Eve’s fault – for two thousand years women have 

been told it was all their fault – they sinned and brought about 

the fall, as it is called – so they must make amends by submitting 

to men and to the church and knowing how sinful and inferior 

they are – as if Adam didn’t have a choice of saying yes or no. No, 

this is not a story about how a woman led a man into rebellion – 

but about the first humans, given a chance to choose not to obey 

God, chose not to obey God. ‘Then their eyes were opened’ – and 

what did they see, not good and evil but – nakedness. And they 

rush to cover themselves up. 



‘Where are you?’ God asks, eager to be with them. But knowing 

themselves naked – they don’t want to see God – or rather – they 

don’t want God to see them. 

This is us all over, isn’t it? We don’t want God to see us as we 

really are. We prefer to present a veneer of respectability (by 

human standards); we don’t want to confess that we have 

anything to confess – in my  18 years as a priest I have only been 

asked to hear confession twice - and that is probably two more 

than you would have expected. 

No-one likes to talk about sin – it is guilt-inducing, moralizing and 

anti-social. Yet we ignore the concept at our peril. We run the 

risk of propagating general, vague morality, without a moral 

compass.  We live in a society that aspires to wealth and success 

without responsibility or effort, a society that admires 

achievement in terms of reputation and celebrity but with no 

regard to social benefit or care for the planet; we are in fact  in 

danger of being weighed in the balance and found wanting. 

Jesus tells us to wake up, stare Satan in the eye and tell him to 

get lost. Not easy. Not the ways of our world. – but – we are 

promised the support of the Spirit. In holding fast to the texts 

we should know by heart, we receive the help we need. Each one 

of us has a vocation which God has planned for us – we can say 

yes or we can turn aside. 

Each one of us is entitled to use the same defence against the 

enemy as Jesus did – the word of God. Store up scripture in your 

heart and know how to use it. Keep your eyes on God and trust 

him. Remember that, as part of the body of Christ, you/we are 

called to bring God’s light into the world – and turn our backs on 

the voices which would urge us back into darkness. 

Do not rely on the angels of the devil to keep you from harm, in 

the middle of a scramble to the top – God’s angels are in the 

wilderness, ready to minister in our times of need. 

 


