Sermon Feb. 22 2026  Ps. 32 & Matt. 4: 1-11
   There is a story about a US President in the 1920’s called Calvin Coolidge. He was a man of so few words that his nickname was “Silent Cal”. Once, after a Church service, when asked about the topic the preacher spoke on, he replied “Sin”. A further question about how the preacher handled it elicited “he was against it.” All believers would echo that, especially during Lent, but there is far more to sin than that. Lent is a period of discipline when believers use the time in penitence, perhaps fasting, prayer & studying God’s word to become more Christ like. It is a time to lament that the “times are out of joint” & that we fall short in loving God & our neighbour-it’s more than acknowledging this-we must turn from it. It’s something of a spiritual MoT. It’s, also, a preparation for celebrating the wonder of Easter, when Jesus Christ was raised from the dead, the penalty of our sin was paid & a new creation started in us as believers.
   Do our two readings throw any light on what it means to lament for our sins & the means to avoid giving way to sin? Ps. 32 suggests, in general terms, four things to be aware of about sin. Firstly, “Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven…covered…whose sin the Lord does not count against him.” vv1-2. It asserts the blessedness of sins forgiven. Secondly, “When I kept silent, my bones wasted away…your hand was heavy on me; my strength was sapped…”vv3-4. This declares that despite the joy of being forgiven, we can often ignore sin, pretend it’s not there or stay silent, so that we feel guilt ridden-with the Lord’s hand heavy on us–we feel out of sorts. It’s like when we have a falling out with a friend, because we have wronged them. We may hope this coolness will go away, but it does not. The relationship remains broken, till we own up to the wrong & apologise. Thirdly, the real answer is to come clean. “I said I will confess my transgressions to the Lord & you forgave the guilt of my sin.”v5. The forgiveness received leads to a relationship restored. “Rejoice in the Lord & be glad you righteous.”v11. The righteous are those whose link with the Lord has been renewed. Lastly, protection is given from the power, seductiveness & attraction of Sin, which is the essence of temptation. After all, the Devil must bait his hooks with something enticing, otherwise no one would bite on them! This protection comes in two ways. Firstly, there is an immediate defence. It comes from having God as the “hiding place, (where) you will protect him from trouble.”v7- a hiding place to which we can go with an arrow prayer, as we seek his help. God, also, is our refuge “the Lord’s unfailing love surrounds the man, who trusts in him.” V10b. Secondly, protection includes longer term strategies with God’s offer of teaching & guidance “I will instruct you & teach you in the way you should go…& watch over you”. v8. Notice the striking image of the mule v9 to remind us of our waywardness & need for leading. Lent could be a time, when we review our recognition of the things to be avoided & our need to keep close to the Lord.
   The Gospel reading moves from the general to the particular-how to cope at the moment of temptation. The context is the moment when Jesus at His baptism has been wonderfully affirmed & encouraged. He looks ahead to the tremendous costly task of reconciling sinful mankind to a holy God by paying the penalty of human sin. It’s the moment when He could be vulnerable to attack. Satan could try to scupper His ministry at the start by getting Him to show His power in three easy ways to draw a following without the terrible suffering of the Cross. In v3 it’s the miracle of turning stones into bread-celebrity as a miracle worker-in v5 it’s the miracle of overcoming a risk that was not according to God’s will encouraging more celebrity-in v8 it’s the power & fame given by worshipping Satan that would be a gigantic magnet for crowds of followers. How were these temptations parried? He used an arrow prayer from the Scriptures three times to silence these temptations. He was using the “sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” Eph. 6: 17 to do battle for Him. God’s word can be used by the Holy Spirit to defeat temptation. There is, of course, a need in the heat of the moment of a sudden temptation, popping up, seemingly, out of the blue to have some promises or commands from Scripture in the memory bank. Ps. 119: 11 declares “I’ve hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you.” Sophie & I, occasionally, quarrel in the kitchen, usually about the dishwasher, &, once, I made a sharp retort, which I knew, immediately, was hurtful. I realised that even if it was true, it was neither kind nor necessary, so I felt very badly about the episode & apologised. It shows how easily one can fall into a sudden temptation-in this case-to make a snide comment.
   Does any of this help us in Lent?  Firstly, it is a time set apart to lament over, reflect on & repent of our failings & shortcomings as individuals, in our society & the world. Secondly, we must seek God’s forgiveness, His protection, His instruction, which is why a Lent book is recommended or again go for some memory verses from Scripture. Lastly, we could practise the use of arrow prayers, so that we don’t fall into temptation so easily. I say this as much to myself as to anyone else, so I hope these suggestions are a help this Lent.
