Sermon Feb 2026
No, No and No! These were the replies Christ made when tempted by the devil, as we heard in today’s gospel reading. On each occasion he prefixed his refusal with the phrase “it is written”. He bases his replies on passages from the Hebrew Bible (which is our Old Testament). He was famished and thirsty. When he was offered relief from his privations, he must have been sorely tempted. Remembering that before this he had been baptised by John in the River Jordan, and God had proclaimed “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.” He rejected the Devil’s offers. From here he went out to start his ministry, and just imagine how distressed he must have been hearing that John had been arrested &n slaughtered under the orders of Herod Antipas. Consequently, Jesus had to leave the area under the jurisdiction of Herod as he might also have been arrested. Not for the first time in his life he had been a refugee.
We can see here that he had to make choices, life choices that could make or mar his ministry; chance choices responding to circumstances beyond his control, and instinctive choices based on his upbringing and life experience.
What is it, or who is it that guides our choices? We come to church, and each time bring with us a different set of events that are on our minds. What guides our decisions? Talking to friends, advice from professionals, how these decisions will affect us and those we love. Here in church we are reminded that through prayer we can seek advice from above, praying to God, through the same Jesus who knew all about suffering and temptation.  Here we can talk to our friends in Christ. Here we can listen to ”the word” through Bible readings, through the words of our clergy and through prayer and silence. When we ask God, we must remember to listen. God moves in mysterious ways his wonders to perform.
Just as Adam did, we have to make choices to save ourselves from sin. Both Adam & Eve in the Garden of Eden made the wrong choice, and it is through this that we come to the understanding of original sin. In our frequently repeated Lord’s Prayer, we ask ”Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us”.

In the Apostle’s Creed we pray - we believe in the forgiveness of sins.  At evening prayer we admit - - - we have erred strayed from Thy ways like lost sheep - -  concluding  - -  we have done those things we ought not to have done, and there is no health in us”. Matching our lives against each one of these ways we have erred, is quite a challenge.
I wonder if a sin can be forgiven if it is not admitted to? Admitting a sin and begging forgiveness for that sin, has an extra powerful meaning   -   that it is our intention not to do it again. If our sin is repeated after begging forgiveness, is the repentance genuine? Or is it just a “quick fix” which is worthless and of no value? God needs wholehearted and unconditional repentance, a repentance which is sincere and life affirming.

Is the thought of a sin, the knowledge of doing wrong, the planning of an untrustworthy deed; jealousy; greed, whatever; as bad as committing the sin itself. In the Lord’s Prayer we ask not to be led into temptation. Putting an evil thought or desire behind us, and consciously replacing it with thoughts of kindness, charity and love is a better outcome. How do we know and understand these thoughts? Is it through Bible reading, listening to sermons, and listening in prayer? Once we have put aside an evil thought, is that it? Does it end there? I think not. Because, having suffered pain and temptation in the wilderness at the beginning of his ministry, how much greater was the pain and humiliation he suffered at his crucifixion. We are reminded of this in the highly sanitised versions of the crucifixion on the wall above our lectern and in the east window. When he died, he died for our sins, as we will shortly recall when we are offered the sacraments of bread and wine.
I wonder  how many of us have had our choice to attend church questioned? Why do you go to church? What do you get out of it? I’m often flawed by this question, but having the opportunity in preparing this talk, to think through the subject led by the readings, I am assured that my faith needs constant and regular renewal. I need to hear words that provide constant underpinning my faith and repeated strengthening of my conviction in the forgiving nature of Jesus. And then let us not forget to say thank you when a prayer is answered, even if the prayer has not been answered in the way we most desire.
The news we are given by the media is invariably”bad news”. This news could well have been brought about by acts of evil. Are all actions which are “against the law” necessarily evil? Inconsiderate, antisocial perhaps, but evil? I wonder.

These behaviours, though not exactly evil in themselves, so often lead to evil if they go unchecked. This puts into context for me the importance of coming to church on a regular basis, to hear the Good News of Jesus. We can then take a look at the world and realise that on balance, the Good News of Jesus, the good works that are going on us all around us, all the time every day, unheralded, and mostly without thanks, far outweigh negative actions. From very early years we can enjoy observing young children making choices, testing the boundaries of their behaviour set by adults. Making ill advised choices and occasionally letting them get on with it and learn the hard way! When the president of our service asks us to “go into the world in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.” What a challenge this is to us. By our every word and action we can be judged. Quite a responsibility!
A couple of weeks ago we sang a hymn, and I was taken by the following words:
Lord, Your church on earth is seeking

Your renewal from above

Teach us all the art of speaking

With the accent of your love.

We would heed Your great commission

Go now into every place,

Preach, baptise, fulfil my mission

Serve with love and share my grace.

Wow! That’s quite a challenge!

Amen.

