Lenten Reflection at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Second Sunday of Lent, 1st March 2026


The title of this morning’s Lenten reflection is, ‘Temptations in the Wilderness’.

As we have heard, Jesus was tempted three times by the devil.

You could say that, the first time, he was tempted to do the right thing for the wrong reason.  Since he was hungry, then why not turn a stone into bread?  But that would have been to do the devil’s bidding, and, once you start down that road, you can end up in the wrong place.  Turning stone into bread would have been a short-cut to stop being hungry, but not all shortcuts are really helpful.  For example, you could get someone else, or AI, to do your homework, but how can you learn to do something for yourself, if it’s done by someone else?

And you could say that the second time Jesus was tempted, he was tempted to do the wrong thing for the right reason.  For example, I’m sure we all want freedom from oppression for the people of Iran, but is bombing Iran the right way to go about it?  Some of us are old enough to remember the War in Iraq in 2003, and last night the Washington Bureau Chief of a national newspaper said, ‘The lesson of Iraq is that regime change is the easy part, but what happens next can be hell.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2026/feb/28/trump-iran-analysis-us-foreign-policy-george-bush. ] 


How do we know what to do in any given situation?  Well, you could say that the third time Jesus was tempted, he was tempted as we are.  The devil said, ‘I will give you all the kingdoms of the world, if you will fall down and worship me.’  But who do we serve, and who do we trust?

Just before Jesus was tempted, he had been baptised, and a voice from heaven had said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.’[footnoteRef:2]  And then, as we heard in today’s first Bible reading, ‘Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.’   [2:  Matthew 3.17.] 


What is going on here?  Why would God lead Jesus into the desert, to be tempted by the devil?  Well, an answer can be found in our second Bible reading.  Moses said to the people, 

Remember the long way that the LORD your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart.

The people were led by God to freedom in the Promised Land, but they had to pass through the wilderness to get there.  God could have taken the people on a short cut, but then they would have missed out on what they learnt about God, and about themselves, along the way.  I read just this morning about a character in a book who ‘was untried in the hard experiences that make for wisdom and character.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Sally Carson, Crooked Cross, Persephone, Bath, 2025.] 


We all have hard experiences from time to time.  And, when a hard experience comes along, you can’t go over it, you can’t go under it, you can’t go round it.  Oh no, you have to go through it.  

God had said to Jesus, ‘You are my beloved Son.’  And the devil said to Jesus, ‘If you are the Son of God.’  The devil was tempting Jesus in the wilderness to doubt that he, Jesus, was God’s beloved child, but the temptation itself only strengthened Jesus’ resolve to trust in God.  May the same be true of us: when we are tempted to doubt, in hard times, that we are God’s beloved children, then may we learn to trust that God really loves us, and cares for us.

The Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness, and to lead is to precede, meaning that God goes before us, when we go through hard times.  In the words of the child’s prayer, ‘Lord, help me to remember that nothing will happen to me today that you and me together can't handle.’  God is with us, even in the wilderness.

When I was at theological college, I heard a story about a monk who had gone into the desert to pray, and wrestle with his demons.  When he came back to the monastery, he said to the abbot, ‘Father, I have wrestled with the devil, and overcome temptation.  I have succeeded, and am no longer tempted by evil thoughts.’  And the abbot said, ‘That is not good, my son.  Go back into the desert, and pray to be tempted again.’

To be tempted is to be human.  And to fail and be forgiven is to be human.  As we go through hard times, and sometimes get things wrong, may we learn to trust that God loves us, cares for us, and wants what’s best for us.

In the words of the worship song,

Building a faith takes work and toil.  
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