
1ST SUNDAY OF LENT 
 
I’m delighted to have been placed in this parish as part of my training to 
be a Reader - thanks to all of you for making me feel so welcome.  May I 
speak in the name of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
 
My family is Jewish, and so for me, the Old Testament readings each 
Sunday are old friends.  So I’m going to include the psalm set for this 
Sunday in what I talk about - you might want to look it up later. 
 
The Genesis reading for today has in it that classic element of traditional 
story: a prohibition which, if it had never been made, might never have 
occurred to us, but once made, is irresistible.  Bluebeard’s wife is bound 
by the laws of story and psychology to open a door she has been 
forbidden - and the same holds good for Eve and the fruit of the 
forbidden tree. 
 
Just like the apple in the Garden, once the Law of Moses was put in place, 
with its 613 prohibitions and instructions, it offered 613 opportunities a 
day to break it.  As Paul says, without a law, much of what we account as 
sin cannot be reckoned - it doesn’t have a name.  This doesn’t mean sin 
can’t exist without a name, it’s just that pinning it down with a name and 
a penalty somehow makes the sin more do-able as well as easier to catch!  
The financial terms attached to this (accounting, reckoning) are not 
accidental: the Temple clerks who apportioned the penalty for a sin were 
also those who counted the animals for sacrifice or the shekels of a 
redemption fee - and of course they also wrote out the books of the law 
when they needed copying.  Jesus was not the first to challenge this way 
of thinking, as we heard in the Isaiah passage on Ash Wednesday - the 
one which begins:  

Will you call this a fast, 
a day acceptable to the LORD? 

… and goes on to talk about justice and care for the poor, rather than 
strict temple observance just for show. 
 
While there is no doubt that the Law of Moses could keep a good Jew on 
the straight and narrow, and still does today, there was too much room 
for tickboxing, self-centred interpretation and outright corruption.  Jesus 
spent much of his ministry saying so, and paid the price. 
 

Paul explains that there certainly was sin before Moses and the Law, even 
if it wasn’t named or reckoned up.  And Jesus himself wasn’t setting out 
to do away with the Law.  He just knew, as we all do, that something 
which is forbidden is very attractive - and the more laws there are, the 
more power resides with the lawgivers rather than with the individual.  
His condensed version of the Law - “love God, and your neighbour as 
yourself” - is not only easy to remember, but entirely positive, and puts 
the onus squarely back on each one of us. 
 
But what are we to make of Jesus’ own temptation?  We are told that the 
Spirit led him into the desert in order that he should be tempted.  The 
Lord’s prayer has often been criticised for talking about God “not leading 
us into temptation” - as if he might!  Are we to think, then, that actually 
leading us into temptation is one of the things our loving father does?  
And does even to his beloved Son? 
 
I think the truth of these difficult passages lies in the incredibly difficult 
idea of free will.  Unless Jesus experienced the possibility which the 
human condition embraces, he could not be fully human.  That possibility 
includes the freedom to reject God’s love, and that we might put our 
needs and desires above anything else; that we might, in short, sin - in 
thought, word, deed or through neglect. 
 
It’s interesting that the temptations which the devil puts in Jesus’ way are 
all related to using power.  We know that he has that power - for instance 
he is able to bring bread into existence, although he does so for others’ 
needs, not his own.  The temptations are all designed to get Jesus to 
throw off his humanity with all its physical, temporal and moral 
restrictions - and this he rejects. 
 
So while we spend our Lent trying to be more than our everyday, sinful 
selves, Jesus spent his digging in deeper to his humanity. 
 
Perhaps the point here is that the love which reached out to us in Jesus, is 
similar in action, though not in extent, to any love we might experience.  
Love seeks to know the loved one, to be with them, to share their 
experience, if possible to make their life better.  As Jesus spent his Lent 
getting to know the depths to which humanity can sink, ours can be a 
time of getting to know our God. 
 



Which means: getting to know this strange God who is almighty but 
prepared to suffer, and who judges us, but also reaches out with mercy 
and steadfast love. 
 
This brings me to today’s psalm - psalm 32.  It happens to be one of the 
psalms which resonates very strongly for me, and I was glad to be 
preaching on it today.  If you don’t know it, go home and read it.  I’m 
going to concentrate on some key phrases, which I hope will help us 
continue on our path through Lent. 

 
5.   While I held my tongue, my bones withered away, *because of  
       my groaning all day long. 
6.   I said," I will confess my transgressions to the LORD." *Then you    
      forgave me the guilt of my sin. 

 
Groaning all day long - this reminds me only too well of a time when I had 
made a more-than-usually-effective mess of things: my days seemed to 
be one long howl of misery.  Then, came one particular Sunday in church.  
There is a lectern in our side chapel at St. Mary’s which is painted with 
flowers, butterflies and birds.  I was looking at this just before 
communion and felt, with no warning, an immense certainty that I was 
forgiven.  I’m not the sort who has emanations, so this was entirely 
unexpected, and as you see, it still surprises me, some twelve years later. 
 
The psalm expresses the psychological truth that sin covered becomes a 
sickness, but on the other hand: 
 

1. Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, *and whose 
sin is put away! 

 
Happy indeed are those who confess and are forgiven, although I can’t 
say I felt happy, exactly, at the time.  More like: relieved of a burden, and 
able to carry on. 
 
Last week Revd. Jonathan talked about the transfiguration, and how this 
seemed to be timed to give strength for the cross to come.  Perhaps this 
was my strengthening moment. 
 
Sin becomes an option because of free will.  There are two verses which 
for me say exactly how free will works: 

 
 9.   "I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should  
        go; *I will guide you with my eye. 
10.  Do not be like horse or mule, which have no understanding;  
       *who must be fitted with bit and bridle, or else they will not  
        stay near you." 
 

This is the loving guidance of a parent who knows the child has a brain, 
and must choose to follow guidance with understanding, not because he 
has been beaten into submission.  I love the idea of God guiding us with 
his eye. 
 
So, our passage through Lent has to be chosen, not imposed.  And yet, 
only if we turn to the one who loves us will we realise how we are loved.  
Revd. Jonathan also talked about the everyday need for trust and faith.  
Lent invites us to turn to God particularly with our sinfulness in mind.   
 
Nowadays we’re often asked to think not “what shall we give up for Lent” 
but “what shall we take up”.  One of the things which is hardest to do, is 
to face ourselves and ‘fess up.  I can really recommend meditating on 
Psalm 32 as a way of getting that process going. 
 
Any confession requires trust.   The psalm is in no doubt, just as Paul and 
Jesus were in no doubt, about what grace and love God is offering us. 
 

11.  mercy embraces those who trust in the LORD 
 

Other translations have, “the Lord’s unfailing love surrounds those who 
trust in him”. 
 
Lent prepares us for Jesus’ cross, through which the “free gift of grace… 
abounded for the many”.  As we use Lent to become more aware of our 
sinfulness, let this also make us more aware of God’s grace and yearning 
for us - let us learn to trust his forgiveness and rest in his unfailing love. 
 
Amen. 


