Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
The First Sunday of Lent, 9th March 2025


Deuteronomy 26.1-11; Luke 4.1-13


It occurred to me recently, while thinking about Collective Worship at Norham School, that the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness, as heard in today’s Gospel, can be mapped onto, or seen through the lens of, the Lord’s Prayer.

Let’s begin with 

‘Our Father, …’

The devil said to Jesus, ‘If you are the Son of God,’ then perform a miracle to prove it.  I think this is primarily what the temptation in the wilderness was all about – the devil tempting Jesus to doubt that he was God’s beloved child.  When we go through hard times, then we might have the same doubt, but ‘Our Father’ is an assertion of trust that God loves us, and wants what’s best for us.

‘Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.’ 

The devil said to Jesus, ‘If you … will worship me, [then the kingdoms of the world] will all be yours.’  But Jesus said that we should ‘worship the Lord [our] God, and serve only him.’

‘Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.’ 
And, ‘Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever.  Amen.’

The devil had said that ‘all the kingdoms of the world’ including ‘their glory and authority’ have ‘been given over to me.’  But that is a lie, because ‘the earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it’ (Psalm 24.1).  ‘The kingdom, … glory and authority,’ or ‘the kingdom, the power and the glory’ belong to God.

‘Give us this day our daily bread.’ 

The devil said to Jesus, ‘If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf of bread.’  We do well to think of our daily bread as a gift from God, not something that appears, as if by magic, at our command.  We do well to pray before a meal, ‘For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful, and keep us mindful of the needs of others,’ or words to that effect.  We shall come back to bread in a little while.

[bookmark: _GoBack]‘Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.’ 

This appears to contradict the beginning of today’s Gospel, in which 

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, … was led by the Spirit in the wilderness, 2where for forty days he was tempted by the devil.

But, ‘Lead us not into temptation’ is better translated, ‘Save us in the time of trial.’  Our lives are full of trials and temptations, and Jesus can sympathise with our weaknesses, because he was ‘tempted as we are, yet without sin’ (Hebrews 4.15).  So ‘save us in the time of trial, and deliver us from evil’ might remind us of Jesus being tempted in the wilderness, and delivered from the devil.

Now, what are we do with, 

‘And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.’

There is no obviously immediate counterpart in the temptation of Jesus in the wilderness, not least because Jesus himself resisted temptation, and had no need of forgiveness.

Well, I’ve been thinking about this, and it’s a work in progress, but I wonder if ‘Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us’ is one clause, rather than two separate clauses.  The whole sentence is, when you think about it, not just about bread and trespasses, but about giving and forgiving.  

The word ‘forgiveness’ contains, at its heart, the word ‘give’.  And forgiveness is itself a gift.  It is a gift to the person we forgive, but there’s more to it than that.  Richard Moore, who was blinded, as a child, by a rubber bullet, during the troubles in Northern Ireland, memorably said, ‘Forgiveness is the key to inner peace,’[footnoteRef:1] and, ‘Forgiveness is, first and foremost, a gift to yourself.’[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Richard Moore, Can I Give Him My Eyes?, Hachette Books, Ireland, 2009, p231.]  [2:  Ibid, p265.] 


And, as I’ve said before, our capacity to receive forgiveness depends on our capacity to offer forgiveness.  When we hold onto a grudge, then our hands are closed; when we let go of that grudge, then our hands are open to receive what God has to offer.  The point is that giving and receiving are interdependent, and both bread and forgiveness are things that we give and receive.

‘One does not live by bread alone,’ as Jesus said to the devil.  And the poet John Donne said, 

No man is an island,
Entire of itself.  …
I am involved in mankind.

As human beings, we necessarily exist in relationship with other human beings.  Bread is not something that appears, as if by magic, at our command.  It is a gift of the land, a gift of the farmer, a gift of the miller, a gift of the baker, a gift of the shopkeeper.  We all depend upon each other.  

And, in the final analysis, bread is a gift of God.  Hence today’s first Bible reading, from Deuteronomy: 

When you have come into the land that the LORD your God is giving you, … 2you shall take some of the first of all the fruit of the ground … that the LORD your God is giving you, and … say, … ‘I bring the first of the fruit of the ground that you, O LORD, have given me.’ 

Giving and receiving, and a recognition of our inter-dependence, on God and on each other, are at the heart of a happy life, and a good society.  It was once said of a powerful person, ‘He is a self-made man, and he worships his creator.’  But we know that life is a gift, and that we need each other, and Jesus says, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’  
