Kilmeston Morning Worship March 13th
Genesis 2.15- 7; 3.1-7 Matthew 4:1-11

The devil has all sorts of names and disguises: the Tempter, the Accuser, the Deceiver,       Beelzebub… The last one sounding just like the buzzing of flies on something that’s dead! A brilliant onomatopoeic description, because that’s just what the devil wants- to destroy us and reduce us to nothing but rotting matter. It’s the essence of who we are… he strikes at; our very identity.

So when the devil, in the guise of the serpent, in the story of Adam and Eve’s temptation, seeks to destroy the innocence of the world’s first man and woman living blissfully in a garden God has provided for their sustenance and enjoyment, what does he do? He tempts them to try the fruit from the one tree that God has prohibited them to eat from. The snake entices by saying “your eyes will be opened and you will be like God.” Eve was tempted to pick that fruit… because to her the tree was “to be desired to make one wise.”
Wisdom is a gift of God… By wanting to grab at wisdom, humans over-reach themselves. It is both gift and we are to seek it, in the sense of being receptive to what is offered, and by waiting for it… not out-stripping the pace at which our Father wishes to bestow it.
It’s tempting to make out that we’re better than we really are. If we succumb to that temptation we are being grandiose. An interesting word- one definition of “grandiose” is: “the conscious, or semi conscious, acting out of the delusion that we are gods.” But we are not supposed to be little gods at the centre of our own personal universe…  
Christians might, ironically, be measuring up to the Son of God; we are supposed to be striving to reach the stature of Christ. But he, far from grabbing glory… made himself nothing, the servant of all- illustrated by the way Jesus responds to his own temptation by the devil in the wilderness.
“If you are the Son of God,” and again “If you are the Son of God”- the Devil keeps repeating this phrase; striking at the very heart of Jesus’ own sense of his identity. The devil is living up to his reputation as the Accuser, the Deceiver. He’s sowing seeds of doubts in Jesus’ mind (or at least trying to)… And we’ll each have had experience of those sorts of doubts creeping into our own minds. “If you really want to be successful,” “if you really are so good at x,y,z do this, do that…” and invariably it’s the course of action that- on the face of it may look so seductive- but is apt to be the very thing that will lead to our doom; to being found out, shamed, falling way short of the sort of standards we’ve previously set for ourselves and that others might reasonably have expected of us!

Interestingly, what does Jesus do when faced with these weasel words… “If you are…?” He quotes from the Bible. And not just once. Three times the Devil tries to catch him out. But Jesus knows his Scriptures, (our Scriptures too) and he uses them like a shield deflecting the arrows of the devil’s attack.
It wouldn’t, perhaps, be our first line of defence to quote from the Psalms or brandish an Old Testament passage. But it’s a tactic we are being urged to regard as essential for us too… if we are going to survive the long haul of this life… with anything approaching purity of heart, and a record that can withstand the judgement of God- which we will each face one day. We pray that that judgment will be tempered by mercy, because we all fall short, all miss the mark and fall into sin.

Fortunately we have an advocate, the best lawyer defending us that we could possibly hire. “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses,” as the Epistle to the Hebrews tells us, “but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin”

This week saw the start of Lent, and a few years ago we studied for our Lent course, the then Bishop of Southampton’s book “Temptation and Testing.” It’s worth reminding ourselves of the golden rules for not being overwhelmed by temptation. We’re warned by Bishop Paul that temptation WILL always come. It is part of being human... The important thing is to recognize it for what it is, and to have strategies ready… that work!
The first principle is to remember who, and whose we are! Jesus was being tempted to doubt his identity as the Son of God. We need to be secure in our identity. We are disciples’ of Christ.
We also remember our “calling” under God; that we are God’s children, made in his image to reflect his glory. All disciples are given new life by the Holy Spirit, and belong to his “royal priesthood.” Alongside this staggering thought comes God’s specific calling to each one of us- rooted in the person that he has created through our genetic make-up, and how we have developed through life’s circumstances.
As we enter into living faith, and grow in it, we also discover that God has given us gifts; our own unique gifts to be used to his glory through serving the world and our neighbour.
Scripture is definitely to be part of our armoury in the battle against temptation. Jesus’ understanding of his call to go to the cross… came from his reflection on the Scriptures. Since he is our example, we too must really study the Bible, systematically, in order to discover our true identity in Christ, our calling under God. It is the means to discovering real wisdom for living… and for remaining faithful… even in the toughest of times.
This book “Why Go To Church?” is by the Dominican, Timothy Radcliffe. (Interestingly and rather wonderfully, I think, a Roman Catholic commissioned by our Archbishop of Canterbury to write his 2008 Lent book). Radcliffe’s conclusion?
THE reason why we go to church is to acknowledge that we belong together. We are not just competitive individuals in a “dog-eat- dog” world. On the contrary, our identity is bound up with one another (and in the well-being of the “least” among us). When anyone of us sins we damage the whole. But we grow into the people we are destined to be- people imbued with faith, hope and love- as we worship together…side by side, as the strengthened Body of Christ.
We gather together, to show our willingness to be a community of faith, stretching across time and space, from the days of our forefather Abraham… to the very latest baby to be baptized in the benefice. Faith is the beginning of our acceptance of friendship with God, of learning to look at the world, as He does, lovingly.
We meet together like this… to grow into a community of hope, sharing our hope with those who see no future.
We grow into a community of love, through the progressive transformation of who “I” am; Paul wrote in Galatians: “I, but no longer I.” The work of God’s grace is transforming us, slowly but surely, into the likeness-of-Christ. This perfecting work of grace liberates us, for a purpose.
Why go to church, then? 
To be sent from it! Our corporate acts of worship often end with the life-giving words that promise the very opposite of buzzing flies devouring decaying matter (that horrible image vividly symbolizing evil’s destructive intent).
The closing words of our services promise life through our shared identity with Christ. For, paradoxically, we are both royalty- “a royal priesthood”- and servants….followers of the Servant King “in whose service is perfect freedom.”
We know the words well, we’ve heard them often enough. Will we say them today? Really mean them, and do what they ask of us? Together?

“Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.”
“In the name of Christ, Amen.”
