
Sermon for 3.5.17  Faith Lutheran Church 

 
“The Temptation to 
Trivialize Lent” 

Gospel: Matthew 4:1-11 

 So, we say “Merry Christmas” as we greet people 

in that season, and Happy Easter, when that season is 

upon us... but I’m wondering, what’s the proper greeting 

for Lent?  What says: “I hope you have a solemn and 

deeply challenging Lent, my friend... one that will drop you 

to your knees and convict you, and leave you reeling with 

spiritual anguish and turmoil that will drive you to the 

grace of God and actions that benefit humanity.”  Now 

there’s a challenge for the greeting card industry!  

 Lent is upon us; last Wednesday evening some of 

us gathered to recall our mortality. We said, “Remember 

that you are dust and to dust you will return,” as we drew 

the sign of the cross on our foreheads.  And I don’t know 

where we went from there.  Perhaps some have given up 

coffee or coke or chocolate for the next 40 days.  I guess 

for many of us this is what we think of as our Lenten 

discipline. 

 I have to confess that as Lent rolls around each 

“Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the 

wilderness to be tempted[a] by the devil. 2 

After fasting forty days and forty nights, he 

was hungry. 3 The tempter came to him and 

said, “If you are the Son of God, tell these 

stones to become bread. “Jesus answered, “It 

is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread 

alone, but on every word that comes from 

the mouth of God. Then the devil took him to 

the holy city and had him stand on the 

highest point of the temple. 6 “If you are the 

Son of God,” he said, “throw yourself down. 

For it is written: ‘He will command his 

angels concerning you and they will lift you 

up in their hands, so that you will not strike 

your foot against a stone Jesus answered 

him, “It is also written: ‘Do not put the Lord 

your God to the test.’[d]”Again, the devil 

took him to a very high mountain and 

showed him all the kingdoms of the world 

and their splendor. 9 “All this I will give 

you,” he said, “if you will bow down and 

worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away from 

me, Satan! For it is written: ‘Worship the 

Lord your God, and serve him only.’[e]”Then 

the devil left him, and angels came and 

attended him”. 
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year I find myself thinking, “So, what should I do this year to lose a few pounds, or exercise a 

little more...” As though Lent is all about getting my body in shape.  Unfortunately I think many 

of us consider Lent to be just a somewhat less secular New Year’s Day when we make 

resolutions with a kind of holy self-righteous aura.  I’m thinking:  “maybe if I can’t keep the 

resolutions I set out for New Year’s I can find the will-power to keep them with the added 

leverage of the whole Lenten thing.” 

 And it makes me sad to know this about myself because I know that it just trivializes 

Lent.  I mean, I’m not stupid, I can see what I’m doing,  I’m trying to exploit the spiritual basis of 

Lent for my own physical purposes.  I’m trying to use whatever spiritual power I might believe 

underlies this season in order to trim my own belly.  And isn’t that what Jesus was refusing to 

do when he was in the wilderness?  The first temptation he struggled with was to use the 

power of God to fill his belly... the fact that my temptation is to use God to trim my own rather 

than fill it doesn’t change that point at all.  He saw through the temptation, and he chose to use 

the power of his divinity for the sake of God and others rather than just for his own sake.   

 I love that... and I appreciate that.  And I guess that’s one of the things about Lent that I 

need to wrestle with.  How do I—how do we—even understand the whole Lenten thing.  

Karoline Lewis—a professor at Luther Seminary—points out what she sees as some of the 

temptations of Lent for us today: the temptation to better ourselves; the temptation to insist 

that Lent is all about us; the temptation to believe that our individual walk matters more than 

how we walk with others; and the temptation to think that a lack of proper self-sacrifice this 

Lent could lead to our spiritual downfall... 

 And I have to say: I wish I hadn’t read that because what she’s done is to name the Lent 

that I’m comfortable with, the Lent that I can take on as a trivial spiritual challenge without ever 
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really dealing with the deeper stuff, the stuff that does “drop us to our knees and conv ict us 

and leave us reeling in spiritual anguish.” 

 She points out that the time of temptation for Jesus—and perhaps for us—is about 

revealing to us what it means to be a beloved child of God in a broken world.  The temptations 

aren’t these random, once and for all, tests to see if Jesus really is the Son of God—that “if” in 

the phrases “If you are the son of God” is a Greek word that might very likely be better 

interpreted as “since.”  “Since you are the Son of God... go ahead do this.  Use your powers for 

that.  We both know you’ve got the power: why not flaunt it... or at least use it?” 

 What are the temptations Jesus faces?  In many ways they’re the same temptations we 

face: “To satisfy our own hungers while millions go hungry. To insist that God’s loyalty and 

promises need to be tested on a regular basis. To choose the power that the world values over 

obedience to God.”  (Again, from K. Lewis)  

 And who among us doesn’t fall into those temptations.  

Who among us doesn’t worry more about our self than others?  

Who doesn’t want God to just show us the power, check in every 

now and then with a miracle to remind us God’s still present, fulfill a prayer or two—just as we 

want it—so we can be sure that God is up to keeping God’s promises to us?  Who among us 

doesn’t fall into the temptation to believe that if only God worked a little more like the world 

works, if God valued more what the world values, if God would show-off the kind of power 

that the world believes in and counts on and has habituated us to see as “real power” then we 

would give God the glory... And of course we never consider that if we demand that God stop 

being God and start being the world then we’re not really giving the glory to God anyway... 

To choose the power that the world 

values over obedience to God.”   

(K. Lewis) 
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 And I hope you see what’s happening here.  All of a sudden, the temptations of Jesus 

aren’t just about this great spiritual cage fight in which Jesus and Satan square off to see who 

has the upper hand through these temptations.  It’s about learning who we are and who we’re 

called to be; that’s what these temptations do.  They remind us that we’re called and claimed as 

children of God so that we can go out into the wilderness of the world, and live—amid and 

through the temptations that will certainly arise—as children of God.  So that—whatever the 

temptations that we’re surrounded and confronted with—we will know both the support and 

the grace of God... but also so that we will—to the very best of our ability—choose that which 

glorifies God and heals others, feeds others, welcomes them, nourishes them, lifts them, and 

provides justice to them. 

 And I think that may be the biggest challenge of Lent for us: to see the temptation that 

lies before us: the temptation to see Lent as being “for us.”  The temptation is to see Lent as a 

time to prove ourselves to God, to practice some kind of piety of the will through which we 

give up something that will impress God, or take on a spiritual practice that will impress God, 

or do something holy that will impress God... And of course if we impress God we figure God 

must reward us somehow—in this world or the next—so it all comes down to Lent for us. 

 But the deeper truth is that—if we’ve caught onto God’s abundant and abiding grace 

revealed in Christ Jesus—then we know we don’t need to do things to impress God, that’s not 

our project, that’s not our mission.  Our 

mission is to share the love of God in ways 

that matter, in ways that impact those in 

need right now.  Karoline Lewis breaks it 

down to this point... she says that “this Lent 

This Lent needs to be not about what you will give up, but what 

you will live for. Not how you might demonstrate your piety, but 

how you might live in true obedience to God. Not what you will 

prove, but what reproves you 
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needs to be not about what you will give up, but what you will live for. Not how you might 

demonstrate your piety, but how you might live in true obedience to God. Not what you will 

prove, but what reproves you.” 

 Friends, we live in unbelievable abundance... and yet millions are starving.  We live in a 

land of vast opportunities... yet millions are systematically cut off from those opportunities.  We 

live in a land of ample freedoms... yet we still can’t bring ourselves to share those freedoms 

fairly with others.  We live in a land built on ideals of equality and justice... and yet equality and 

justice are not yet equally offered to all.  

 And with all this: my temptation this Lenten season is to worry about whether I’ll eat 

brownies, or drink lattes, or if I can force myself to get to the gym three or four times each 

week?  Just the fact that this is my temptation is proof that I’ve already succumbed to the real 

temptation... to turn my eyes inward, to put myself first, to seek my own physical and spiritual 

rewards over the very real needs of my neighbors. 

 May the Lord open our eyes—may the Lord burden our hearts—with the compelling 

needs of the other, those most like and those most unlike ourselves, that we might turn from 

the temptation to turn God’s love in on ourselves alone... and instead strive to live as true 

children of our heavenly Father... now and forever.  Amen. 


