Text: James 1:12-18, Mark 1:12-15, Gen 22

I should probably start off with an apology.  This was mentally composed in a fevered state as a flu racked my body.  That said the makers of the lectionary had a specific topic they wanted us to ponder on this first Sunday in Lent.  The common theme that runs through all the texts is one of temptation and trial.  The Gospel lesson is Mark’s clipped and strange account of the temptation of Jesus – you could call it “Where the Wild Things Are” if that wasn’t already taken.  The epistle lesson is James at his grumpy best parceling out practical wisdom for the living of the Christian life.  And the Old Testament Lesson is tough even to read – not to mention it would seem to contradict James.  A strange grouping of lessons to be contemplating while chilling from a fever.

We use that word temptation in a whole bunch of ways.  It is almost as broad as our use of the word love.  We can hear someone in a restaurant saying ooh, that cheesecake is sooo tempting.  We can say it of prices on things like the price on that latest electronic gadget is tempting.  We also use it in less trivial ways like “I know I am tempted by booze, or cheating on taxes or my spouse – that, whatever that may be, is my greatest temptation.”  In moments of sadness or depression we might even be tempted to despair.

And that is really what James is talking about.  That progression.  It starts off small.  James says, “each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire he is dragged away and enticed…”  That is where it starts.  As we say in our confession we are by nature sinful and unclean.  Our old Adam, our fallen nature produces in us all kinds of desires that are not healthy for us.  Sometimes they are actually not physically healthy – like an addiction to food or drink.  Sometimes those desires are simply not spiritually healthy – like an addiction to certain websites.  Those temptations all bit and bit and piece by piece devalue our humanity.  And we know it.  That is why James uses that image of being dragged away.  We don’t want to do these things.  The reclaimed child of God does not want to give into temptation and devalue him or herself.  But we get dragged away.  The very things I don’t want to do, I find myself doing were the Apostle Paul’s words.  We place ourselves in these bad spots – often many times over.
And then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin.  It is not that we don’t know they are bad places and situations for us.  It is not that we exactly set out to find ourselves in a fight with our spouse again or drinking at a friend’s house because their mom is just much cooler.  We usually just don’t think.  We get dragged away and enticed.  And once we are there, sin is just so natural.  You could say, we are good at it, or we become real good at it.

But they all end up in the same place – death.  Our spiritual adversary has many ways to keep us there - in death to sin.  I mentioned despair above.  When our certain sin becomes so easy and we fall prey to it again and again, we despair of ever getting out of its chains.  Look at what I keep doing, God can forgive that!  How many times can God really forgive this failure?  Don’t listen to those lies.  That cross tells you how much you are worth.  Despair is a great weapon to keep us in our own chains.  Jesus descended all the way down that ladder – “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  Jesus took that weapon away from our adversary.  He’s only bluffing.  This is not to wipe away the seriousness of sin, but there is no sin outside of despair of forgiveness – denying the power of the Holy Spirit to make you clean and whole – that is unforgiveable.  Jesus seems to delights in often commenting after his parables – the first will be last and the last first.  Don’t despair – with God all things are possible.

The other big chain keeping us in death to sin is simple denial.  If we say we have no sine we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us is our confessional liturgy.  James frames his argument with two forms of this.  “Don’t say God is tempting me.”  As if we could pass off blame for our moral actions onto another.  And “Don’t be deceived, dear brothers and sisters.”  We have all kinds of ways of deceiving ourselves.  We can define away sin – “I did not have sexual relations with that woman.”  We can claim we didn’t know – “I didn’t know I owed taxes on that FICA tax reimbursement.”  We can claim someone else made us do it – “The woman you put here gave me the apple.”  The answer to denial is confession.  I’m not saying it might not hurt.  There might be a price to pay for that freedom.  There might be a cross we bear.  But, if we confess our sins, God, who is faithful and just, will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
Both of those chains – despair and denial – are big ones, but they are chains we put on ourselves.  Instead James encourages us to think of God in a completely different way.  God chose us.  Knowing fully what we were, and what we are and what we can be.  God chose us out of all his creation to be His people.  As James puts it – He chose to give us birth through the word of truth that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.  Sometimes plain spoken guys get caught in words.  A simpler paraphrase - God chose to give us a new start through Jesus – so that we might belong to him.  And in that new start – baptism, confession – all good and perfect things come to us – the forgiveness of our sins and the hope of resurrection.   In the mercy of Almighty God, Jesus Christ was given to die for us, and for his sake God forgives us all our sins.  To those that believe in Jesus Christ He gives the power to become children of God and bestows on them His Holy Spirit.
It is amazing that one simple act – baptism or confession - has such power.  Peter describes Satan, that adversary as a roaring lion looking for prey.  Mark, the gospel writer, in church history was also known as Peter’s secretary.  Mark’s gospel the early church took as the summary of Peter’s preaching.  And Mark’s gospel has that interesting insertion in Jesus’ temptation.  Gone are all of Satan’s offers.  Gone are the majestic answers of Jesus.  Those answers that we have trouble coming up with when temptation comes.  But Mark alone adds this – He, Jesus, was out among the wild animals.  The wild animals, the roaring lion, was looking for the big prey.  He lost, and that lion has been declawed.

Not that we don’t maul ourselves every now and then.  Those self inflicted wounds of sin still hurt and might take time to heal.  But the sting of sin was eternal spiritual death – and that is what can’t touch us.  In Jesus Christ – through baptism into the body of Christ – we have been made a new creation.  And that new creation will one day stand in the glory of the completely revealed.  And there are no wild animals there.  In the resurrection the lion lays down with the lamb.  But until that last day, we receive the blessing when we persevere and we receive absolution for the times we fall.
May the Spirit help you to stand in times of temptation and to never forget grace and mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ.

