Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom 
The Second Sunday of Lent, 16th March 2025


Psalm 27; Philippians 3.17-4.1


Over the past year or so I have noticed that many of the Psalms call on God to deliver us from our enemies.  Today’s first Bible reading is no exception:

The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom then shall I fear?
The LORD is the strength of my life; of whom then shall I be afraid?  …

3 Though an army should encamp against me, … yet will I put my trust in him.

Psalm 27, among others, is a good Psalm for troubled times.

But there’s more to believing in God than seeking defence from one’s enemies.  Because who, or what, are my ‘enemies’, exactly?

A long prayer, known as the Litany, includes the following petition: 

From all evil and mischief, 
from pride, vanity and hypocrisy, 
from envy, hatred and malice, 
and from all evil intent, 
good Lord, deliver us.

And every time I say those words, I think to myself, ‘Whose envy, hatred and malice is in view here?  Is it the envy, hatred and malice of my enemies, or is it the envy, hatred and malice that I might find within myself?’  And the phrase, ‘From all evil intent, good Lord deliver us,’ might be equivalent to a phrase in the Lord’s Prayer, ‘Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.’  That is, ‘deliver us from the temptation to indulge in evil thoughts and deeds.’

St Paul said, 

I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do.  …  Sin … dwells within me.  (Romans 7.19)

And so you might say that our enemy is on the inside, as well as the outside.  

Last week we heard how the devil said to Jesus, ‘If you are the Son of God,’ then perform a miracle to prove it.  And I said last week that 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.  That temptation is also reflected in Psalm 27:

Your face, Lord, will I seek.
Hide not your face from me, 
nor turn away your servant in displeasure.

In other words, whether or not you believe that the devil really exists, the temptation, on the inside, is real enough.  When we go through hard times, then we might be tempted to doubt God’s steadfast love and faithfulness.  

How might we maintain our trust that God loves us, and wants what’s best for us?  I think a clue can be found in today’s second Bible reading, from Paul’s letter to the Philippians: 

Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us.  …  Stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved.

Faith in God is not an individual thing, nor some kind of hobby, it’s a way of life and an accompanied journey, as in the words of the hymn: 

We are here to help each other 
walk the mile and bear the load.

I will hold the Christlight for you 
in the night-time of your fear.

And when we say the Creed together, as we did earlier in today’s service, we might say, ‘I believe in God’ and so on, but we say ‘I believe’ together.  The Creed is not so much a confession of individual faith, as a declaration of collective faith.  The Creed is the faith of the Church, meaning the whole body of believers.  

And so we maintain our trust that God loves us, and wants what’s best for us by coming together, and worshipping together.  

I read a book review recently, in which the author of the book, George Guiver, was reported as saying that he would advise us, if we had lost our faith, ‘not to become too bound up with [our] own mental state.  Rather, [we] should attend to the … reality of the Church before [our] eyes:’ 

the people, the worship, reading of the Scriptures, the practices of prayer, the gestures, artefacts, sacraments, church buildings, Christian art and music, the service of our neighbour, the engagement in public life.  Give yourself to all of them and see what happens.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Church Times, 7th March 2025.] 


It is sometimes said that ‘belonging comes before believing’, and there is a great deal of truth in that.  But it would be more true to say that belonging to the Church, and believing in God, are bound up with each other.  Whether we like it or not, we need each other.  

In my daily prayers, I work my way through a weekly prayer cycle, and so I regularly give thanks to God for all those churches and worshipping communities to which I have belonged over the years.  I give thanks for all my brothers and sisters in Christ who have nurtured me in the faith, not necessarily by saying or doing anything in particular, but simply by keeping the faith together.

[bookmark: _GoBack]By coming together to worship, we are nurturing faith in each other, which is a wonderful thing.  Praise the Lord!
