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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen.
The lectionary reading from the Gospel today could seem to be in a strange order.  It was just several weeks ago that our Gospel lesson was, in fact, the several verses that follow today’s story of Jesus’ temptation.  Still, Jesus’ time in the wilderness presents for us the way in which he made ready—or maybe we could say was made ready for the tasks ahead of him.  That is what Lent is about for us—the way in which we make ready for the tasks ahead of us when we accept Jesus in our lives as our savior and our guide.  Jesus spent forty days in prayer and fasting before he revealed himself in the temple through his interpretation of scripture, by telling people that through him the blind will be made to see, the lame to walk, and the captives set free.  He then performs the first deeds of healing as he makes his way, little by little, toward Jerusalem and his passion and death.
So, this is the first Gospel reading in the Sundays of Lent, because from it we learn a lesson of preparation through prayer and fasting, and also about resisting temptation.  Because folks, we sure will be tempted.  We sure will feel pulled to take on some of the same things that Jesus was offered.  I read an interesting reflection that reiterates some simple, truthful questions. Sarah Weisiger says:  “Is the devil a representation of how easy it is for us to forget God’s promises and go our own way? Are his offerings just categories of things that we risk setting before worship and acknowledgement of God as our savior and king? Because it seems as though, when we choose the temptations that he offers, we implicitly deny and forget that God has our backs. We choose the way of making our own success and well-being rather than trusting in God’s promises to sustain us.”
Thank you, Sarah Weisiger, for speaking my mind before it opened its mouth.  This is essentially how I have viewed this passage for as long as I have read it, year after year.  Unfortunately, as is true in Luke’s version of this story, even after Jesus has resisted all the offers that the Devil makes him, we learn that this evil leaves him . . . but only until an opportune time.  Maybe it is that sense of the devil’s loitering around that makes us uneasy about the choices we do make, daily, about how we make our way through the world, and in relationship with God, particularly.   Are we doing what is right with God with our work, our play, and our more casual interactions with those we meet?

Brian Stoffregen’s discussion of this passage as presented in Crossroads Christian Resources focuses on the use of the Greeks words, pereizo and ekpeirazo in the Gospel of Luke.  Stoffregen spells out the way in which these words in Greek parallel the words that are used to mean to test in the Hebrew Bible.  We might think of the way in which God tests Abraham by asking him to deliver Isaac as a sacrifice.  Likewise, God puts a limit on how much of the manna from heaven his people may eat—testing whether they will be obedient to his laws when given the possibility of rejecting them.  The sense of the word for this kind of testing, or temptation in Luke is very similar.  Listen to how Stoffregen helps us to understand the testing and temptation that is present throughout this Gospel.  
“Every other time peirazo/ekpeirazo are used in Luke, the tempters/testers are human beings: a lawyer (10:25) and part of a crowd (11:16).

I don't think that most of our temptations come from the devil, but from other people. The Greek, diabolos almost always translates the Hebrew "SaTaN" in the LXX. "SaTaN" means "adversary," which in the Hebrew scriptures are primarily other people, not supernatural beings. (However, Luke always uses "Satan" to refer to a supernatural being: 10:18; 11:18; 13:16; 22:3, 31.)

TEMPTATION/TESTING IS NOT COERCION

Wherever it comes from, the tempter/tester does not have the power to make someone do something evil. Temptation is not coercion. The serpent in the garden can't make Eve and Adam eat the apple. The devil in our text can't make Jesus turn stones into bread. "To tempt" means to try and convince someone to do something. It means enticing someone to want to do something. Tempters can't make someone do something bad, but try to make the temptee want to do something bad. They don't take away the will. Rather, they try to change one's will.”

Indeed they do; indeed it does.  I wonder if you might consider as I do the way in which we, and all Christians of various paths might try as we might to commit ourselves consistently to what God wants of us, we find ourselves weaker of will than it takes to do what is right.  We sometimes give in, and we sometimes don’t.  That is, I would say, the nature of fallen humankind.  We have individual will, a God given gift, but that gift is often tempted away from the decisions that God would have us make.  In response to our sense that this is happening, whether to us or to other persons and faithful bodies, we might be moved to pray rather than to judge, knowing that our human failings have a lot to do with the manipulation of our wills through the manipulation of our understanding.
I have sometimes wondered at the placement of this reading from Deuteronomy with this Gospel passage.  In my own regard for Lent this year, in my own setting up of practices that might help me to make myself ready to understand Jesus’ passion, death and finally resurrection as we celebrate it on Easter morning, I think I understand their connection better.  We need to keep in mind that Jesus’ trials in the wilderness; that his facing temptation without sin is what precedes his ministry.  Jesus walks through these tests of his will and his purpose, and immediately pronounces to the gathered crowd that the will of God is for the blind to see, the lame to walk, and for the oppressed to be freed.  The response of the crowd is comprised of the same free-willed license: to believe and to follow in Jesus’ attempts to bring God’s purposes to fruition, or to disbelieve and to drive him off the edge of the cliff.  There is a third response, though, which I believe also is ours, perhaps in equal quantities to believing and following.  
I know that I sometimes fall into this last category.  I believe that Jesus is Lord, and I believe that I am to follow Jesus’ guiding example—in my interactions with others, and with my worshipful relationship with God.  Still, the trials and tests of my life pull at my response to this knowledge.  This Lent, I would invite you to explore through prayer and study the ways in which you shore up your will, in order to follow Jesus’ lead more closely; in order to love God more dearly, and our neighbors as ourselves.  To do this, we may look more closely at our lesson today from Deuteronomy.
To adopt this practice means identifying the ways in which we have been blessed—maybe we can start individually, and then move to our families, and then even to our church.  We pray and we study so that we can shore up our wills to do what is pleasing to God.  So, individually, we might write down a list of the talents we have been given, and then ask ourselves how we might make better use of them.  We might look at the resources we have been given or that we feel we have earned, and ask ourselves how we might make best use of them.  We might look at the relationships we are given, and then ask ourselves how we can better, lovingly tend them.  The third movement might be to look at these same talents and gifts, and ask ourselves how we might use them to foster the work of the church; to foster this part of our lives in which we express our desire to please God—through worship and praise, and with lives of service.

The Israelites finally made it to the Promised Land of Canaan after the forty year stretch of time that we are reminded today corresponds in number to the days that Jesus fasted in his own wilderness.  Once there and enjoying the abundance of the land they have been given, they offer to God the first fruits of their labors.  Then, their first act is to rejoice in the blessings they name as coming from God.  Do we do the same?
I would like to invite you to tend to this practice during this season of Lent.  Look around you at various aspects of your life.  Maybe you can take an inventory of your time and see how much of it you spend focused on pleasing God.  Then, when you see the times, or areas in which you are not focused on pleasing God, you might look as closely on how you might train your will to do so.  Maybe you can take an inventory of how and where you spend your money and ask yourself in what ways you spend money on things or activities that are not pleasing to God.  Then, you might pray for the changing of your will that you would use your money more gratefully.  Maybe you can take an inventory of your relationships and how you are loving most helpfully.  Then, where you admit to yourself that you are not—maybe where you have put up barriers, or maintained barriers put up by others, and then use this Lent to work on breaking down the barriers through more openly loving deeds and words.

In this particularly difficult time when we are afraid, and frustrated, and angry, we may pray to let our deeds and words even be public, always seeking to affect the changes we want to see in our town, in our state, in our nation and in the world.  We may pray to be steered from complaint to action, from dismay to hope.

Our first fruits are meant to belong to God.  Jesus’ vision is of a world in which there is no hunger, and in which injuries are healed and prisoners freed.  Jesus’ vision is of a world whose leaders choose mercy and justice.  Let’s spend our next weeks, before the celebration of Easter, examining our lives honestly, and responding faithfully with the first fruits of God’s gifts to us.  Amen.
