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Sunday 13 March 2011
Prepare for Testing
Year A - Lent 1 - 19A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Genesis 2.15-17 & 3.1-7 The account of the temptation of Adam and Eve and the first sin in the garden of Eden.
Psalm 32 David extols the joy of forgiveness. “I confessed my sins… then you forgave me and took away my guilt.”
Romans 5.12-19 One person, Adam, sinned and that brought condemnation to everyone. But because of what Christ has done God accepts us and gives us life. 
Matthew 4.1-11 After fasting in the desert Jesus is tested. The devil tempts him first to turn stones to bread, then to jump from the top of the temple and finally to receive all the earth’s kingdoms and their glory. Jesus responds, “Away from me Satan.”

 

	Introduction / Summary
Ctrl+Click to follow links
	Today is the first Sunday of Lent. For Christians Lent is an important time of the year. It covers the period of 40 days, not counting Sundays, from Ash Wednesday (9 March this year) to Easter Saturday. It is a time to think about the events in Jesus’ life from his temptation to his death on a cross and look forward to the excitement of the resurrection. These are events that are hard to just look at from the outside. We get drawn into them. As Christ was tested – so are we. As Christ conquered death - so may we.  

This Sunday’s resource is the first in a series under the theme JOURNEY WITH JESUS. An outline of the series, and a template for an advertising brochure can be found on the Methodist website. For those planning ahead a second “10 minutes” is being sent out with this one giving a plan for a Tenebrae Service on Maundy Thursday (21 April).
Lent is the traditional time for Christians to think about spiritual disciple and self denial. In today’s reading Jesus overcomes temptation with the use of scripture. Scripture reading and memorisation are important disciplines for the Christian. In the past scripture memorisation was a common practice but it is not so popular today. Maybe we are trying to ‘live only on food.’ Why not encourage the memorising of a text each week of Lent? Read it out and get the congregation to repeat it. Ask them all to say it again several times during the service. Come back to it again next Sunday. 
Read the Bonnie McMaken article One good reason why I should observe Lent 
Today’s memory verse

“No one can live only on food. People need every word that God has spoken.” Matthew 4.4 CEV (Jesus quoting Deuteronomy 8.3)


	Broader / Personal

Preparation
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	Mark Pierson from World Vision has prepared a Lenten Reflections booklet. If you, or members of your church, would like to have the contents delivered page at a time by email, that can be achieved by registering your email address at www.lentenreflections.org Your email address will not be passed to any third party. You can unsubscribe at any time.
Crowded House have a song “Into Temptation” from the album Recurring Dream. Read the lyrics.
A couple of movies that play with today’s theme:
Jesus of Montreal (1989 - M). Although not suitable for children, this is an excellent movie to include in your Lent/Easter programme. The plot revolves around a group of actors who put on an unconventional passion play. The lead actor’s story cleverly parallels that of Christ. As such it intersects with our Lenten themes. The scene where a lawyer tries to get the lead actor to sign a contract (looking down from a skyscraper) picks up today’s theme. Nominated for an Academy award for best foreign language film. (It’s in French with subtitles.)
Wall Street  (1987 - PG), starring Charlie Sheen as a stockbroker and Michael Douglas as his mentor, also picks up this today’s theme. Ethical questions get raised by the pushing of the “greed is good” envelope. Charlie’s outrageous comments reported in the media this week play out some of the same ideas in real life. His egotistical, money-hungry rants (“I’m tired of pretending I’m not a total bitchin’ rock star from Mars”) no doubt had his Catholic father, Martin Sheen, cringing.


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	artbible.net has a series of seven slideshows of Bible art depicting the temptation of Christ. You will find works in diverse styles from different centuries including some by Rembrandt, Blake and Dali.
Turkish Delight

Present everyone with a piece of Turkish Delight as they arrive for the service. During the service read some of the passages from  CS Lewis’s “The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe” 

It is dull, Son of Adam, to drink without eating,” said the Queen presently.  “What would you like to eat?”

“Turkish Delight, please, your Majesty,” said Edmund…

Each piece was sweet and light to the very centre and Edmund had never tasted anything more delicious…..

While he was eating the Queen kept asking him questions. At first Edmund tried to remember that it is rude to speak with one’s mouth full, but soon he forgot about this and thought only of trying to shovel down as much Turkish Delight as he could, and the more he ate, the more he wanted to eat, and he never asked himself why the Queen should be so inquisitive.  
Project the following questions onto the screen – or write them on cards and get everyone to discuss them with those seated around them. 

· Where does temptation come from?

· How does temptation often look?

· Is temptation a sin?

· What is the price of giving into temptation?

· How do you stop yourself from being trapped by temptation?



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
Ctrl+Click to follow link
	After his baptism by John, Jesus was led into the desert between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea. It is a barren area of yellow sand, crumbling limestone and scattered shingle (as described by Sir George Adam Smith.) This is a place where a person can be truly alone. Jesus was fasting – preparing himself for the ministry ahead. It is following on from the heights of his baptism and the voice of the Father’s approval, that this time of testing comes.
It is not unusual for us to be similarly tested after some great event. We’ve done something well, and a time of testing often follows.
This attack was launched in Jesus’ mind – in his thoughts. Jesus was not literally on the highest part of the temple or on a mountain top seeing all the kingdoms of the world. He was in the desert locked in an internal battle. It looks a bit like Jesus and the tempter were playing Bible verse ping-pong.
The devil quotes a Bible verse and Jesus quotes one back. It does show that there is more important things than being able to quote Bible verses. More important by far is understanding the message. 
So the tempter came to Jesus and said:

· Turn these stones to bread, and have a good feed

· Jump off the highest part of the temple, and see how the angels protect you

· Look at the kingdoms. Bow down to me and they are all yours

Now, we have never been tempted to try and turn stones to bread. Nor have we considered jumping off the highest part of the church roof, trusting that God would intervene before we hit the ground. Nor has the devil ever promised us all the kingdoms of the earth.
Of course not! – for we are not the Christ. But as we take a closer look, we may see that the testing of Jesus does bear a relationship to the trials we also experience. 
First of all, it is worth noting that, although we often refer to this passage as the “temptation” of Jesus, CEV and other recent translations of Scripture use instead the word “test”. “Test” better picks up the meaning of the word in the passage.
The difference is important. Temptation is a lure to do something wrong. It tries to weaken us and make us bad. A test on the other hand is to make us stronger, to leave us better for the ordeal.
The first two tests are preceded by the phrase “If you are God’s Son…” This passage follows straight on from the voice of the Father at Jesus baptism “you are my beloved Son.” How important that voice was to Jesus – the re-assurance of the relationship with God the Father. “You are my beloved Son.” The tempter wants to put some doubt in Jesus mind, “If you are the Son of God…” And that same niggling voice follows him to the end of his ministry. You will recall that on the cross, the voice comes again, “If you are the Son of God, save yourself and come down from the cross.” Matthew 27.40 
If we are to stand as disciples of Christ in a world that is full of trials and tests, we must be sure of this first of all: That we are sons and daughters of the God most high. That is who we are! Of all the roles I may fill in this world the most important is son of God. I am child of God. I don’t deserve to be, but I am. It is an inheritance that is mine by grace. Those who accept Jesus, who put their faith in him, he gives the right to become God’s children (John 1.12). To live as the community of God’s people in this world we must know for a certainty that we are sons and daughters of God. (We talked about this last week when we looked at the transfiguration.)
The first test was to turn stones to bread. Why not? Jesus was hungry, he had the power. It sounds reasonable. However, the call of God is to a life of giving not getting. That is our call too. Will we pass Test One and…

Put giving above getting

The temptation is to satisfy our personal appetites at the expense of the claims of community and justice.
They lived in the same neighbourhood. When he first saw her he thought, “She’s nice! I’ll have to find out who she is.”

And find out he did. She was a neighbour. A married neighbour. He was still attracted to her – but instead of resisting, he allowed that attraction to become a driving force in his life, until one day he was in a relationship with her. It was a relationship that left a trail of disaster in his life, her life and the lives of others.
Where did that story come from?

· It came from the block of flats where I used to live when I was a student

· It came from the Old Testament story of King David

· It comes from thousands of places over thousands of years

Stones to bread is the temptation to satisfy the immediate, with disregard to our wider relationships. It is the temptation to ignore the Lord’s demand to do justice, love mercy and walk humbly with God (Micah 6.8). Of course the irony is that deep down satisfaction comes from dependence on God. From doing the right thing. And that is the nature of Jesus’ answer – “people need every word that God has spoken.”
The second test (which happens to be the third in Luke’s account) is the suggestion to Jesus to jump off the temple. Jump off the temple and see how God’s angels will protect you. What a demonstration of his trust in God that would be! Talk about creating an impression. The crowds would stand aghast. Surely Jesus would then have an instant following. But faith that is dependent on spectacle is not faith at all. And many times Jesus was surrounded by those just out to see a miracle.
We also face the test to create an impression. Will we pass Test Two and…

Put service above image
We often don’t even know it’s a test. But it comes up when we desire 

· To be seen at the right places with the right people

· Or more subtly, to serve the community because we like being near the corridors of power

· To help the needy because people will regard us highly

· To attract others to the faith because we want to be seen to have a growing church

Good things – for the wrong reasons. Pride so easily discolours the best things that we do. We can even take pride in our humble service. (see ‘Sacred Dairy’ below.)
Jesus’ final test was to bow down and be given all the kingdoms on earth. Didn’t Jesus want to rule all the kingdoms for God? What the tempter was saying was “Compromise! Don’t pitch your demands quite so high, and you’ll get there easily.”

The same testing comes to us. Will we pass Test Three and…

Be Uncompromising

Because, like Jesus, we also hear voices that say:

· “Sometimes, to achieve the big goal, you’ve got to be a bit hard-headed”

· “Being a Christian is OK, but don’t let it get in the way of your business sense”

· “Christian ideals are one thing, but you’ve got to live in the real world.”

It’s the tempter saying, “Compromise! Don’t pitch your demands quite so high.”

Jesus’ answer is that we need to have an exclusive concern for God’s will and purpose, “Worship the Lord your God and serve only him” Matthew 4.10.
Conclusion

So here, at the beginning of Matthew’s gospel we see Christ. Our Christ, who according to the writer to the Hebrews is tested in every way that we are (Hebrews 4.15). This is truth to celebrate, for Christ sympathises with our testing, our difficulties and sorrows. He emptied himself, and took on the human nature - our human nature, and was tested as we are. He now appears as our advocate, with unequalled understanding of our lot. He knows what we go through, and as a great high priest, he represents us to God the Father. We can be confident that, when we come to him, he will treat us with undeserved kindness, and we will find help. 


	Illustrations / Stories

	Target

Have you ever watched TV3’s Target programme? In a typical scenario there’s a clothes dryer. It is all set up with a belt that needs replacing. Nothing else is wrong with it. A belt costs $15, a reasonable call-out fee is say $60. The job should take about  20 minutes, a total bill of $75 would be reasonable.

They call four different appliance service companies, and ask them to do the job at an unattended house, that just happens to be fitted with hidden cameras.
First, here’s Jack from Xlnt Appliance Services. He straight away spots the problem, has the part in his van and fits it. He tests the machine, cleans up after him. The bill is $80. A good job and a reasonable price.

Next we have George from George’s Appliance Repairs. He’s arrived a day after he said he would come. A bad start. However, he goes straight to the machine – but look, he walked through the house with his dirty work boots on! He’s taken the back off. He doesn’t seem to have noticed that the belt needs replacing. What’s this? He’s taking the motor out. Now he seems to be off to his van to get another motor. Instead of going back to the dryer he has gone into the master bedroom… he’s snooping through the bedroom draws. This is totally unacceptable! Now he is in the lounge. He’s looking through the DVDs. He’s obviously spied one he likes, because he has put it in the player. For the next half hour he remains in the lounge watching DVDs. It will be interesting to see if he charges for this time.

Now it is back to the machine with the new motor. While he is fitting it he sees the belt that needs replacing. He fits the new belt as well as the new motor. The bill comes to $395. $220 for the new motor, $15 for the belt, plus two hours labour.
We despise George for his shoddy work standards, and his overcharging. And even more for his snooping, spying around other people’s bedrooms. Of course part of the delight of the programme is the camera takes us into the bedroom too – so we are also snooping around the bedroom – and what’s more we are spying on George.
Poor George, what can he say when Target rings him and asks, ‘Please explain.’ He didn’t know it was a test. If only he knew it was a test! Testing is like that. It comes to all of us. I’m sure we would do better, if only we realised it was a test.

This morning we turn to the passage from the beginning of Jesus ministry and look at the testing of Jesus.
The Sacred Diary – service and image

Wednesday February 19th
Felt led during quiet time this morning to give poor, quaint old Mr Brain, our ex-actor neighbour, a little financial gift. Remembered that verse in the bible about giving secretly. Didn’t even tell Anne what I was doing. Popped it through his letterbox in a plain envelope when I got home from work. Hung about for a bit hoping he’d spot me through the window…
Friday February 21st
Came home from work tonight to find a note on the mat addressed to me.
Dear Mr Plass,

In the remote past you took possession of my excellent mechanical hedge trimmer. You described the transaction as a ‘loan’. Possibly the terms ‘loan’ and ‘theft’ are synonymous in your vocabulary. If not, perhaps you would return my property. Otherwise I must invite you to explain your verbal idiosyncrasies to my solicitors, from whom you will shortly hear.

From your frail elderly victim,

Percival X Brain.

Showed it to Anne. She said, ‘What a scream! He’s a real character, isn’t he?’

I said, ‘Yes, Anne. He’s a real character.’

Took the blasted trimmer around to the silly old fool. When he came to the door I said, ‘Anything good happen this week, Mr Brain?’

Brain said, ‘The Lord has provided, young man through some soul whose nature it is to give rather than take. A lesson for you Plass! A lesson!’

Wagged his finger at me. I nearly trimmed it. Went home and sulked for an hour…

Saturday February 22nd
Secret giving’s hard!!!

At the moment I feel like strangling Brian, and telling him about the money just before he dies. Fine Christian I am! Asked God to make me a better person.

No noticeable improvement by this evening.

So there can’t be a God after all, can there?

1.30am Didn’t mean that last bit. Just being flippant. Course there is.

Adrian Plass from The sacred diary of Adrian Plass (London: Fount Paperbacks, 1987) pp77, 79, 80



	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
COC: Carol our Christmas
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice


	Hymns & Songs
Amazing grace WOV 56; H&P 215; SIS 401; CMP 31; S1 18
Blessed assurance MHB 422; H&P 668; CMP 59; S1 52
Broken the body   FFS 8
Forty days and forty nights MHB 165; WOV 506; H&P 130; CMP 160
God, come now to explore my heart  HIOS 38

God within our deepest thought HIOS 53

How deep the father’s love for us CMP 988; S1 185

How sweet the name of Jesus MHB 99; WOV 158; CMP 251; S1 190
Jesus lover of my soul (Wesley) MHB 110; WOV 139; H&P 528; CMP 372
Jesus lover of my soul (Ezzy, Grul, McPherson) S1 290
King of glory king of peace MHB 23; WOV 129; H&P 499; CMP 397
Lead us heavenly father lead us MHB 611; WOV 492; H&P 68; CMP 400; S1 311
Lord the light of your love is shining SIS 580; CMP 445; S1 355
O Jesus I have promised MHB 526; WOV 514; H&P 704; CMP 501; S1 391
O Master let me walk with you MHB 600; WOV 522; H&P 802
O worship the king MHB 8; WOV 67; H&P 28; CMP 528; S1 425
Purify my heart S1 436; CMP 921; S1 436
Rock of ages MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 528; S2 950
This is my desire CMP 1013; S1 515
What a friend we have in Jesus MHB 538; WOV 165; H&P 559; CMP 746; S1 566
When darkness fills my senses S2 1056

And a hymn written with the Christchurch earthquake in mind:
Earth’s wild hidden forces

When the earth’s wild hidden forces

Roar and shake and tilt the ground

Making fissures, cracks, and sinkholes

In this land that once seemed sound.

Then we know a power beyond us,

Part of mystery profound,

Part of mystery profound

When the earth’s wild hidden forces,

Crush and maim, and kill life’s dreams, 

Taking from us those who loved us,

People that we long esteemed. 

Then we know a power beyond us,

Greater than we ever dreamed,

Greater than we ever dreamed.

When the earth’s wild hidden forces,

Strike our cities thought secure,

Damage buildings long enduring,

Till unsafe, they stand no more.

Then we know a power beyond us,

Sprung forth from creation’s store,

Sprung forth from creation’s store.



       Now let earth’s wild hidden forces,

Show us values long ignored

In our search for passing pleasures:

Life and love, and faith in God.

In the testing and the turmoil

May God’s healing power be found

May God’s healing love abound.

                                   © Norman E Brookes, September 2010 Tune: Cwm Rhondda



	Prayers
Ctrl+Click to follow link

	By your mercy strengthen us, for we lie exposed 

to the rough storms of troubles and temptations.
Help us against our own negligence and cowardice

and defend us from the treachery 

of our unfaithful hearts.
We ask for your assistance

to bring is to the safe haven of peace and happiness. 
St Augustine

Collect

Almighty God, 
whose Son Jesus Christ 
fasted forty days in the wilderness, 
and was tempted as we are, yet without sin: 
give us grace to discipline ourselves 

in obedience to your Spirit; 

and, as you know our weakness, 

so may we know your power to save; 

though Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.


	Children

	Get a cricket bat and a foam ball. Get the children to throw the ball and see if they can hit your legs. Try to stop them by batting the ball away. This is an indoor in-church version of French cricket. (Using a foam ball this should be safe, and entertaining, to do at the front of the church. However, don’t allow them to get too close. You don’t want to club a child with the bat!) Unless you are a klutz it should easy enough to defend yourself. You could make it more interesting by using two balls.
Tell the story of the temptation of Jesus (or read it from a children’s Bible). Ask,  “How did Jesus bat away the temptations of the devil?”

He used verses from the Bible like a bat to hit away temptation to do the wrong thing. Knowing what the Bible says also helps us to do the right thing. Just like it is important to eat food to stay alive, it is also important to know the word of God to be able to live right. We are going to try to remember a Bible verse today. I’ve written it down on a small card for each of you. Next week we’ll have a test and I’ll have a small prize for everyone who has remembered it. I’ll hand out the cards and we’ll say it together:

“No one can live only on food. People need every word that God has spoken.” Matthew 4.4 CEV



	PowerPoint
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	Google images of Turkish delight
or paintings of the temptation of Christ
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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