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First Lent, Feb. 26, 2012, Mark 1:9-13; The Rev. Mary Trainor
A few years ago on a summer afternoon in the woods right after a big rainstorm, the sun came out. I ran outside thinking that I might just catch sight of a rainbow.  Jim ran out with me, and had the presence of mind to grab his camera just in case.  Wow, did we luck out!  Not only was there a huge colorful, complete rainbow from horizon to horizon – but there were two rainbows!  And, Jim was able to get a fantastic photo.  We heard about rainbows in the sky in today’s Old Testament reading from Genesis, when God spoke to Noah.  God said to Noah, “when the bow (rainbow) is in the clouds, I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature.”  What is a covenant, and why is it important?  A covenant is a promise based upon a relationship.  This covenant God is speaking of is the Old Covenant promise He made to His chosen people—look at pages 846-7 in the Book of Common Prayer and you will see it described there.  Isn’t it a wonderful thing when you see a rainbow in the sky to be reminded about God’s promise to His people?
We are now in New Testament times, and so we as believers are under the New Covenant (see page 850 in the BCP).  The New Covenant is about God’s promise to us of everlasting life in Him if we believe in Jesus as our Lord and Savior, and live our lives following in His footsteps.  God always keeps His end of the deal, but what do we have to do?  Our part of this New Covenant is actually nicely outlined in our Psalm for today – Psalm 25.  It states many of the things we are to do:  put our trust in God, study God’s Word, be faithful, love God, and follow His commandments—these things help us keep our end of the promise.  Hmmm….that is where it gets kinda tricky isn’t it?  Oh yes, because in this 21st century world where we are surrounded by all kinds of temptations, doing all this is not easy!  
Temptations range from addictions such as alcohol and gambling, to shopping and drugs.  Temptations include our not treating others with respect, not acting with self-restraint and respect to those who we disagree with.  Temptations include our doing things we should not do, saying hurtful things. Oh yes, we are surrounded by temptation.  We don’t usually go looking for temptation, but things do happen in our lives to make us vulnerable to temptation – like loss of a job or relationship problems or health problems.  When we get weak, we are more likely to give into temptation.  A recent survey was conducted on the topic of temptation.  Participants were given a list of nine temptations, which they had to rank in order from the strongest temptation to the least.  Here are the results:  the strongest was materialism, this was followed by pride, and then came self-centeredness, laziness, bitterness, lust, envy, gluttony, and finally lying.  Maybe you would put them in a different order, but oh yes, we each have our list; there is much to tempt us!

In today’s Scripture readings, by design for this Lenten season, we hear a lot about temptation.  The Greek word for temptation actually means both temptation and testing.  When people are being tempted, their character is being tested – and in the end, it reveals something about their character: something strong, or something weak.  It is in times of crisis and stress that we tend to find out what we humans are really made of.  We see in today’s Gospel that Jesus was tested in the desert, tempted by Satan for 40 days! He was out in the wilderness, away from food, friends, and conveniences.  Even Jesus, because He was fully human, knew what it was like to be tempted by stuff.  It tells us in the Bible (Hebrews 4:15):  “He was tempted in every respect, as we are.” Satan’s testing of Jesus had one goal: to keep Jesus away from the cross, away from fulfilling God’s will—and this would break God’s side of the Covenant.  Satan did not want The Cross to happen, because The Cross would give us release from the grip of eternal death and give us eternal life!  That is a huge deal!  Satan’s technique was to divert Jesus’ away from obedience to the Father – he would do whatever it took.  We know more detail from Luke’s and Matthew’s more detailed accounts of Jesus’ temptation.  In those we see that the devil worked to try to undercut Jesus’ confidence in His mission, to raise doubts.  But, in spite of the hardships in the wilderness, Jesus resisted these temptations and drove Satan away.  Jesus kept His focus on God the whole time.
A few years back, my sister brought a very precious box as a gift when she visited from her home in Philadelphia:  homemade chocolate covered pretzels.  These fresh pretzels were rolled in such yummy things as sprinkles, health bars, or tiny M&Ms.  When she arrived, she placed the box in the middle of our coffee table in the living room, and we all went out.  Upon our return, the box was still there but was now empty – and crumbs were scattered around.  What happened?   My dog succumbed to temptation.  In our family, we have trained several puppies over the years, ranging from golden retrievers and labs to a Jack Russell terrier.  Temptation is an area of intensive learning in puppy training—and those of us who have dogs know how important this is.  The training classes teach you how to deal with this.  A treat is placed on the floor near the dog and the master says, “NO.”  The puppy learns that this means not to touch it.  So, what does the trained puppy do—does she fixate on the treat?  No.  The dog fixes her eyes on the master’s face – waiting for the next command.  This is the lesson of the dog that is helpful to us too:  when we are dealing with temptation, always look to the Master’s face.  Where do you look in the midst of temptation?
Today is the 1st Sunday in Lent, when we prepare ourselves for the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus.  It is the season when we examine ourselves, and turn away from sin.  It is the season we are reminded that when we face temptation, we have the freedom to choose, to say “yes” or “no”  and when we turn towards our Master Jesus’ face we obtain the strength to say “no.” And, it is so worth it – because the more we look on Jesus’ face the stronger we get.  Thomas a Kempis, the 14th century monk said in his book The Imitation of Christ, “We must not despair when we are tempted, but instead seek God more fervently.  Life is fraught with adversity, so we should not strive for peace that is without temptation but rather we find peace when we have been tried and come through the trial of temptation.  We should so root ourselves in God that we do not need to look for comfort anywhere else.”
In our journey through life, one of the most dangerous temptations is the same temptation that Satan tried to ensnare Jesus with:  to doubt God’s covenant, to doubt God’s authority, to doubt our faith, to doubt the worth of our service to God.  Satan wants to shake our confidence in God by raising doubts in our minds like:  “Don’t you see how hopeless it is?”  “Why bother, what difference can you make?”  “Don’t admit you are a follower of Christ, because others will make fun of you.”  When we begin to doubt God, when we become discouraged in our faith, when we feel like giving up on our attempts at ministry, when we feel like it’s hopeless to try to share our faith with others, when we start feeling embarrassed about our faith, that’s when we are in the greatest danger of giving into temptation.  
If we are Christian on Sundays but the rest of the week God is an afterthought, then we will be swayed by temptation.  If we are not anchored in Christ, we can easily be pulled away from the truth, from the right path.  How do we stay anchored in Christ every day?  We do this through prayer, by avoiding compromising situations, through Bible study, by confession, by worship, by fasting, and by being accountable to someone else.  In other words, by keeping our eyes on Jesus.  
Recommit yourself, your whole life to God in this Lenten season – it is through Him that your faith is strengthened.  Look to Jesus’ face, and the temptation will cease.  Let us pray together the Collect for the day, which is found at the top of your bulletin insert.  Almighty God, whose blessed Son was led by the Spirit to be tempted by Satan: Come quickly to help us who are assaulted by many temptations; and, as you know the weaknesses of each of us, let each one find you mighty to save; through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever. Amen.
