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Today	is	the	first	Sunday	in	Lent.	Over	the	next	few	weeks	we	will	be	journeying	together	
through	the	Lenten	season	to	Palm	Sunday,	Good	Friday	and	Easter	Sunday.	This	will	be	
the	last	time	I	will	be	sharing	with	you	through	Lent	and	Easter	in	this	way.	Eight	weeks	
after	Easter	Sunday	I	will	be	sharing	with	you	in	my	final	service.	For	many	of	us	there	
will	be	a	sense	of	loss—of	one	thing	coming	to	an	end	and	another	thing	beginning—both	
for	Dottie	and	I	in	our	retirement	and	for	this	congregation	as	it	seeks	to	find	its	way	in	an	
uncertain	future.		
	
The	one	thing	that	we	all	desire	is	the	security	that	comes	with	knowing	that	everything	
will	work	out—that	in	the	grand	scheme	of	God’s	omnipotence,	there	is	a	way—that	God	
in	his	unsurpassed	goodness	has	a	plan,	and	that	if	we	are	open	to	it,	we	will	be	able	to	
share	in	it—and	that	we	will	be	secure	in	the	knowledge	of	God’s	constant	love	and	care	
for	us.	
	
Security	matters	to	us.	Our	well-being	depends	on	living	without	fear	of	whatever	it	is	that	
causes	 conflict	 and	 distress	 in	 our	 lives—whether	 it	 be	 the	 uncertainty	 of	 the	 future,	
attack	from	an	enemy,	famine,	or	simply	failure	to	fulfill	God’s	calling	on	our	lives.	Children	
cannot	learn	unless	they	feel	safe.	You	cannot	rest	if	you	feel	threatened.	Fear	paralyses	
us.	 It	 blocks	 creativity	 and	 makes	 it	 hard	 to	 have	 healthy	 relationships.	 Even	 future	
uncertainty	can	limit	our	effectiveness	as	Christians	and	as	a	congregation,	ministering	in	
the	Gladstone	community.	
	
There	are	good	reasons	why	the	place	we	worship	is	called	a	sanctuary,	a	safe	place.	We	
talk	a	lot	in	the	Uniting	Church	about	church	being	a	“safe	place”	for	all.	That	is	the	essence	
of	our	life	as	God’s	children.	We	are	secure	in	God’s	love	and	care.	
	
Security	is	a	very	topical	subject	in	our	world	today,	for	a	number	of	reasons—physical,	
mental,	cyber	etc.	The	Hebrew	word	“shalom”,	is	a	rich	word	about	peace,	wellness,	and	
community,	 as	 well	 as	 many	 other	 aspects	 of	 life	 in	 the	 kingdom	 of	 God.	 Security	 is	
certainly	one	of	those	aspects.	
	
The	story	of	Jesus	spending	forty	days	in	the	wilderness	enduring	temptation	from	the	
devil	tells	us	something	about	the	security	we	can	claim	as	God’s	people.	It	happens	right	
after	Jesus’	baptism,	when	he	was	called	God’s	beloved	Son.	He	has	been	filled	with	the	
Holy	Spirit;	in	fact	it	is	the	Spirit	that	leads	him	into	the	place	of	testing.	We	will	see	how	
Jesus’	security	in	his	identity	and	purpose	helped	him	meet	the	challenge.	
	
The	devil	or	Satan	(which	simply	means	tempter)	acts	as	though	Jesus’	identity	as	the	Son	
of	God	is	a	rather	fanciful	idea,	beginning	with	“If	you	are	the	Son	of	God...”	Jesus	doesn’t	
take	the	bait,	because	he’s	confident	 in	who	he	is.	Satan	then	proceeds	to	question	the	
basis	for	Jesus’	security,	but	Jesus	uses	Scripture	to	explain	that	it	cannot	be	taken	from	
him.	Even	though	Jesus	is	threatened	at	his	very	core—his	identity	and	his	purpose—the	
spiritual	power	alive	in	him	enables	him	to	remain	undaunted.	
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Self-Preservation	
The	 first	 temptation	addresses	 Jesus’	 self-preservation.	 Jesus	was	beyond	hungry,	 and	
bread	would	have	 tasted	 so	 good—even	 though	 it’s	 very	high	 in	 carbs.	He	 could	have	
turned	stones	into	bread	in	an	instant.	But	his	response	is	more	than	a	simple	“no.”	It’s	an	
affirmation	 that	bread	 is	not	our	deepest	need.	 Survival	 is	not	his	highest	 goal.	 Life	 is	
defined	by	more	than	eating	and	breathing.	“One	does	not	live	by	bread	alone,”	he	replies.	
	
The	message	of	the	tempter	to	Jesus,	and	to	us,	is	this:	“You	have	to	make	sure	you	have	
enough.	You	don’t	want	to	go	hungry!”	We	spend	so	much	of	our	lives	dealing	with	this,	
don’t	we?	Bringing	home	the	bacon,	building	up	our	savings	as	best	you	can.	Make	sure	
you	can	eat	today,	but	also	make	sure	your	future	is	secure.	
	
But	this	message	presents	a	false	ideal.	Jesus’	response	that	we	need	more	than	bread	to	
live	can	be	restated	in	our	own	words:	God’s	promises	are	true.	That’s	the	basis	of	my	
security.	 God	will	 be	 sure	 I	 have	what	 I	 need,	 and	bread	 is	 not	my	ultimate	need.	My	
relationship	with	God,	my	security	as	God’s	child,	 is	what	matters	more	than	anything,	
even	more	than	where	my	next	meal	comes	from.	
	
Significance	
And	so,	the	devil	tries	another	tactic.	A	quick	slide	show	of	the	world’s	kingdoms	is	played	
for	Jesus,	and	Jesus	is	told	that	he	can	rule	over	all	of	them	if	he’ll	just	do	this	one	small	
thing:	worship	 him,	 the	 scam	 artist	 who	 doesn’t	 actually	 hold	 the	 deed	 to	 any	 of	 the	
property	he	is	offering.	Seems	like	a	good	deal	on	the	face	of	it,	but	Jesus	won’t	be	fooled.	
“Worship	the	Lord	your	God,	and	serve	only	him.”	
	
The	enemy	thinks	he	can	lure	Jesus	with	the	offer	of	significance.	Look	how	much	power	
you	will	have!	Many	nations	and	tribes	will	have	to	honour	you	as	their	ruler.	What	the	
tempter	fails	to	acknowledge	is	that	Jesus	already	has	authority	over	all	of	those	people.	
It’s	the	sneakiest	con	of	all:	trying	to	sell	you	something	that	you	already	own.	All	for	the	
sake	of	being	considered	important—so	you	can	feel	significant.	Everybody	wants	to	think	
that	they	matter.	
	
The	way	we	hear	the	temptation	is	this:	You	don’t	matter.	You	are	a	nobody!	You’d	better	
find	a	way	to	look	important.	
	
That,	too,	is	a	false	ideal.	Jesus’	security	is	our	security.	His	response	shows	us	how	we	can	
think	 about	 our	 significance.	 It’s	 probably	 a	 little	 different	 than	 the	 way	 we	 might	
impulsively	respond.	His	affirmation	of	the	commandment	to	worship	God	only	is	also	key	
to	our	own	self-esteem:	“Worship	the	Lord	your	God,	and	serve	him	only.”	So,	I	am	not	the	
centre	of	 the	universe.	Neither	 is	 the	one	challenging	my	worth.	God	 is	 the	centre.	My	
significance	comes	only	from	the	One	I	worship.	God	calls	me	beloved,	and	so	I	am.	
	
Paul	refers	to	this	in	his	letter	to	the	Romans	that	we	read	today	(10:8b-13).	God	does	not	
consider	some	people	more	worthy	than	others.	Belief	in	Jesus	Christ	alone	is	enough	to	
establish	confidence	in	us,	to	orient	our	lives	around	the	truth,	to	engage	us	in	community	
together.	The	faith	God	gives	us	makes	us	significant,	important,	never	to	be	forgotten	by	
the	only	One	whose	esteem	truly	matters.	
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A	brief	story	to	illustrate.	A	group	of	scientists	ventured	into	a	remote	location	in	the	Alps,	
searching	 for	 new	 varieties	 of	 flowers.	 One	 of	 them	 spotted	 a	 beautiful,	 rare	 species	
through	his	binoculars.	It	was	growing	at	the	bottom	of	a	deep	ravine.	If	they	wanted	to	
obtain	a	sample,	someone	would	have	to	be	lowered	into	the	gorge.	
	
There	was	a	youngster	nearby,	so	the	botanist	asked	him	if	he	would	be	willing	to	help.	
He	was	told	that	a	rope	would	be	tied	around	his	waist,	and	the	men	would	let	him	down	
carefully.	
	
The	boy	was	excited	but	a	little	unsure.	He	peered	down	at	the	valley	floor	thoughtfully.	
“Wait,”	 he	 said.	 “I’ll	 be	 back.”	 He	 ran	 off,	 and	 soon	 returned	 with	 an	 older	 man.	 He	
approached	the	leader	of	the	group	and	said,	“I’ll	go	over	the	cliff	now	and	get	the	flower	
for	you,	but	this	man	has	to	hold	the	rope.	He’s	my	father!”1	
	
We	can	trust	the	One	who	made	us,	who	died	for	us,	who	dwells	in	us,	to	ensure	our	place	
in	this	world	as	someone	who	deserves	respect	and	love.	We	are	secure	in	our	significance	
because	God	makes	us	so.	
	
Safety	
Finally,	the	devil	appeals	to	Jesus’	physical	well-being.	Would	God	protect	him	as	it	was	
stated	in	Psalm	91,	our	Psalm	reading	for	today?	The	devil	actually	tempts	Jesus	in	more	
ways	than	one.	This	is	not	only	about	personal	safety.	He	is	implying	that	Jesus	is	supposed	
to	apply	every	word	of	Scripture	literally,	and	if	he	can’t,	then	God	cannot	be	trusted.	But	
a	beautiful	song	about	God’s	loving	care	should	not	be	taken	as	a	contract.	Rather,	it’s	a	
statement	about	God’s	character	and	the	relationship	God	has	with	us.	The	devil	wants	to	
twist	it	into	a	criterion	for	God’s	trustworthiness.	He	wants	Jesus	to	feel	insecure	if	his	
safety	is	not	secured	exactly	as	stated	in	Psalm	91.	He	wants	to	cultivate	mistrust	in	God.	
	
The	 issue	 of	 personal	 safety	 touches	 a	 nerve	with	 us.	We	 don’t	want	 to	 be	 hurt.	 As	 a	
minister	I	have	talked	with	a	number	of	Christians	nearing	the	end	of	their	lives.	Once	they	
have	come	to	terms	with	its	inevitability,	they	still	fear	suffering.	Yet	we	all	have	to	deal	
with	it	at	some	point.	Pain	is	part	of	life.	Our	bodies	wear	out	and	malfunction.	Pain	is	a	
very	good	detractor.	The	threat	of	war,	violence	and	abuse	are	effective	in	power	struggles	
because	we	can’t	stand	suffering.	
	
And	so	the	power	struggle	with	the	devil	is	often	effective	when	he	uses	what	he	thinks	is	
his	trump	card:	pain.	You	don’t	want	to	suffer,	do	you?	He	challenges	us	with	the	idea	that	
our	physical	well-being	matters	more	than	anything	else.	
	
But	those	who	have	endured	pain	for	the	sake	of	higher	purposes,	or	maybe	you	yourself	
with	your	chronic	pain,	can	teach	us	all	what	is	true.	Yes,	pain	is	awful.	But	our	physical	
comfort	is	not	the	ultimate	goal	in	life.	
Jesus’	response	here	is	interesting.	It	also	helps	us	put	things	in	perspective.	He	doesn’t	
just	argue	with	the	devil	about	what’s	right	or	wrong	about	enduring	or	inflicting	pain.	
Instead,	he	says,	“Do	not	put	the	Lord	your	God	to	the	test.”	

	
1	Illustrations	from	Christian	Globe,	Christian	Globe	Networks,	Inc.	
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That	addresses	 the	challenge	 to	 jump	off	 the	 temple	and	see	 if	 the	angels	come	 to	 the	
rescue.	But	here’s	how	I	see	it	relating	to	our	need	to	avoid	pain.	While	God	cares	very	
much	about	our	suffering,	God	does	not	consider	it	something	to	be	avoided	at	all	costs.	
This	is	certainly	not	to	lessen	the	pain	and	tragedy	that	some	people	go	through.	Some	
people	are	called	to	go	through	terrible	things.	However,	there	are	numerous	cases	we	
could	cite	from	Scripture	that	show	how	suffering	was	a	necessary	messenger	for	truth.		
	
More	importantly,	if	Jesus	had	jumped,	if	he	had	conspired	with	the	devil	to	see	what	God	
would	do	if	he	tested	the	angel	rescue	theory,	how	could	he	possibly	be	depended	on	to	
endure	the	horror	of	the	cross?	Jesus	would	not	test	God	in	this,	and	he	did	accept	the	
worst	kind	of	death	the	Romans	could	deliver.	There	is	a	hint	of	it	here	as	we	read	the	last	
line	of	the	story,	that	the	devil	left	but	would	lie	in	wait	until	the	time	was	right	to	deal	
with	Jesus	again.	
	
Jesus	isn’t	just	wrestling	with	temptations	as	we	might.	Jesus	is	being	asked	to	give	up	the	
security	that	 is	already	his.	The	tempter	 is	offering	fake	security,	unreliable	and	short-
sighted	at	best.	Jesus’	responses	are	more	than	just	“no.”	They	are	more	like,	“no,	thanks,”	
because	he	doesn’t	need	what	is	being	offered.	He	doesn’t	have	to	fight	a	desire	for	them	
as	much	as	he	has	to	stand	on	the	truth	of	what	is	his—security	in	his	identity	and	his	
purpose.	He	is	the	beloved	Son	of	God,	determined	to	achieve	peace	with	God	for	us	at	all	
costs.	
	
True	Security	
We	can	be	secure,	then,	in	knowing	that	Jesus	would	not	be	deterred	from	his	mission.	He	
is	committed	to	your	eternal	well-being	and	mine.	He	will	not	compromise	the	security	he	
not	only	has	in	himself,	but	the	security	he	promises	to	us.	
	
The	thing	about	security	is	that	I	can’t	convince	you	to	feel	it.	I	can’t	talk	you	into	it.	You	
have	to	experience	it	for	yourself.	For	many	of	us,	just	reading	the	23rd	Psalm	takes	us	to	
that	 secure	 place.	What	 better	 expression	 of	 God’s	 care	 for	 us?	 Psalm	91	 is	 almost	 as	
effective.	
	
If	security	must	be	felt,	then	baptism	is	a	wonderful	sign	of	it.	All	those	who	are	baptised,	
never	 have	 to	 wonder	 whether	 we	 are	 secure	 in	 God’s	 hands.	 Over	 and	 over	 in	 the	
testimony	 of	 Scripture,	 we	 learn	 that	 God	 rescues	 his	 people.	 God	 shows	 them	what	
matters.	What	matters	to	God	is	us!	Our	self-preservation,	our	significance,	our	safety	are	
all	defined	by	God’s	purposes	and	values.	God’s	love	is	the	very	substance	of	our	security,	
and	it	cannot	be	taken	from	us.	God	is	holding	the	rope!		
	
To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


