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WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS
CALL TO WORSHIP:
Create in me a pure heart, God,
and renew a steadfast spirit within me.
Do not cast me away from your presence,
or take your Holy Spirit away from me.
Restore to me the joy of your salvation,
and grant me a willing spirit to sustain me.
Let us worship God.

(Psalm 51.10-12)

HYMN: God reveals his presence
PRAYER OF APPROACH AND CONFESSION:
Holy, righteous, and loving God:
As we enter your presence on this First Sunday in Lent, we begin the process of preparing
ourselves for our annual celebration of the resurrection of Jesus at Easter.
We do so by recognizing our sinfulness as individuals, as well as the sinfulness of the whole
society of which we are a part. We confess that, in spite of our best intentions, we fail to live up
to your expectations of us. We so easily give in to the temptations that come our way, and
eventually we discover that we have strayed from your ways. As a result, we disappoint you,
and often also hurt the people around us — not just by wrong things that we do, but also by
good things that we fail to do.
Have mercy on us, then, gracious God, and forgive our sin. Through the work of the Holy
Spirit, enable us in this season to renew our commitment to being your people and to living in
your ways, so that we may be suitably prepared to celebrate Jesus’ resurrection at Easter.
We pray in his name; and we pray together, now, as he taught us:
Our Father, which art in heaven:
Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done in earth,
as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
as we forgive our debtors.
And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil;

2
First Presbyterian Church, Portage la Prairie, Man.
Lent 1 / 21 February 2021

for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory,
for ever. Amen.

(Matthew 6.9-13, KJV)

ASSURANCE OF FORGIVENESS:
Hear this good news from the scriptures:
Jesus Christ died for sins, once for all —
the righteous for the unrighteous —
to bring us to God.
So, if we have confessed our sin to God sincerely,
let us be assured that God will forgive us.

(1 Peter 3.18a)

SCRIPTURE READINGS:
- Old Testament Reading: Genesis 9.8-17 - God’s covenant with Noah
In this reading, God makes a covenant with Noah, his descendants, and all living things, following the great Flood.
- Psalm: Psalm 25 - “In you, LORD, my God, I put my trust”
Psalm 25 is in part a lament — a prayer for help — in which the writer also asks God to forgive his sins, and to guide him in God’s ways.
However, in the middle section of the psalm, the writer also speaks about God rather than to
God, as if he’s teaching someone else about what God is like and what God does.
- Letter Reading: 1 Peter 3.13-22 - The water of the Flood symbolizes baptism
In this reading, Peter makes a connection between the water of the great Flood and the water
of baptism.
He begins this passage by offering encouraging words to people who are being persecuted for
their faith.
- Gospel Reading: Mark 1.9-15 - The temptation of Jesus
This is Mark’s account of Jesus’ forty days of being tempted in the wilderness.
Since Mark’s account of this event is very brief, the reading contains also the events that took
place immediately before and after it: Jesus’ baptism, and the beginning of his ministry.
SERMON:
On this First Sunday in Lent, we begin our annual period of preparation for the festival of
Easter.
In the early centuries of church history, Easter was the time when new converts to the Christian faith — usually adults — were baptized; and so, the period leading up to Easter became a
time in which these new converts — or “catechumens” as they were called — received their fi-
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nal instruction in Christian faith and values. As the centuries passed, however, baptism came to
be administered less and less to adult converts, and more and more to the children of Christian
parents. And so the character of the pre-Easter period also underwent a change.
Church leaders recognized that being baptized did not prevent people from sinning afterward.
So the period leading up to Easter gradually evolved into a time in which church members were
urged to turn away from sin, and get themselves back on track, so to speak. The biblical story
of Jesus’ forty days of fasting and being tempted in the wilderness came to be seen as a kind of
model for this period. And so this period leading up to Easter was established as a forty-day
season — the season of Lent. In addition to renewing their struggle against temptation, church
members were encouraged also to fast, to pray, and to make donations to assist the poor, inspired by Jesus’ teaching on almsgiving, prayer, and fasting in his Sermon on the Mount, in
Chapter 6 of the Gospel of Matthew.
In this way, the season of Lent gradually took shape. Because Sunday was the weekly celebration of the resurrection of Jesus, it was considered inappropriate to fast on Sundays; so the
forty days of Lent included just weekdays and Saturdays, with the result being that the season
consisted of forty days plus six Sundays — as it still does today.
During and after the Reformation, the Reformed branch of the church, which we Presbyterians belong to, de-emphasized the observance of the holy days and seasons of the Christian Year
to varying extents; and so fasting during Lent has not been a part of our tradition. Indeed in
some Reformed churches, observance of Lent was done away with altogether, in reaction
against what was considered to be a Roman Catholic tradition. In some other denominations,
though, the practice of fasting during Lent was replaced by the practice of “giving something
up” for Lent, as a kind of spiritual discipline.
In the Presbyterian congregation in which I grew up, during the 1960s and 70s, Lent was not
observed as such, although Palm Sunday, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday certainly were. I
suspect that this was the case in many Presbyterian congregations across the country at that
time. But in recent decades, we Presbyterians have been rediscovering the season of Lent, and
seeing some value in it — if not as a season for fasting or “giving things up”, then at least as a
time to acknowledge our sinfulness, and to make an effort to turn away from sin, and renew our
commitment to our relationship with God, and to living in God’s ways.
All of the lectionary readings for today, then, are appropriate ones for the First Sunday in
Lent.
In the Old Testament reading, God makes a covenant, not only with Noah, but also with his
descendants, and with all the animals that survived the great Flood. Having nearly destroyed
sinful humanity, God now gives Noah and his descendants the chance to start over. In somewhat the same way, Lent can be seen as a time for starting over, for making a new start at living
as people of God.
In the psalm for today, the writer prays,
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Show me your ways, LORD,
teach me your paths.
Guide me in your truth, and teach me,
for you are God, my Savior,
and my hope is in you all day long. (Psalm 25.4-5)
This desire to be guided in God’s ways is what the season of Lent is all about.
In today’s reading from the Letters, Peter speaks of baptism, making a connection between it
and the great Flood that took place in the time of Noah. As Noah and his family were saved
through the waters of the Flood, Peter argues, his readers are saved through baptism. In most
cases, baptism marks the beginning of one’s life as Christian — as a daughter or son of God —
and turns one’s life in a particular direction. Lent is about keeping our lives headed in that direction — or getting our lives turned back in that direction.
And in the Gospel reading, we have Mark’s account of Jesus’ forty days of being tempted in
the wilderness, the story that served as the pattern for what eventually became the season of
Lent. Mark’s account is extremely brief, in comparison to the parallel accounts in Matthew,
which we read last year, and Luke, which we read the year before. Indeed, Mark’s account is so
brief — just two verses — that today’s reading includes Jesus’ baptism, which took place just
before his forty days in the wilderness, and the beginning of his ministry, which took place soon
after those forty days. We’ve already read and reflected on those other two stories in the past
month and a half; so today, we return to the story we skipped: the temptation of Jesus.
One advantage of Mark’s brief account is that it allows us to see it in its context more clearly
— to see that it took place in between his baptism and the beginning of his ministry. This sequence exists in Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels as well, but it’s a bit harder to see; because in
the years that we look at their accounts of Jesus’ temptation, we look at only the temptation story itself.
Whenever we have more than one account of the same story, it’s always useful to note the
ways in which the account we’re focusing on is different from the others. The most obvious
difference in Mark’s account of the temptation of Jesus is the absence of dialogue. Although
Mark says that Jesus was tempted by Satan, he doesn’t tell us what that temptation consisted of:
what was said; what Satan attempted to get Jesus to do. In both Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts, there are three specific temptations, but in Mark’s account, they’re completely absent.
Therefore, there’s also no indication as to how Jesus fared in the period of temptation. Did he
successfully resist all the temptations that Satan threw at him, or didn’t he? Presumably he did,
but Mark doesn’t actually say so.
Also absent from Mark’s account is any reference to Jesus fasting. Mark mentions the forty
days, the wilderness, and being tempted by Satan, but he doesn’t say anything about Jesus fasting during that time. As well, his account implies that the temptation took place all through
those forty days; whereas in Matthew’s and Luke’s versions of the story, the three temptations
come at the end of Jesus’ forty day fast, when he is hungry and physically weak.
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One detail found in Mark’s account that is absent from the other two is the reference to wild
animals. He was with the wild animals, Mark says (Mark 1.13). This implies that, during those
forty days, Jesus was in danger not only from heat and lack of water, but also from the animals
that lived in the wilderness.
A final detail to note is the final clause of Mark’s account: and angels attended him (1.13). In
Mark’s original Greek, it says “angels ‘served’ him”. Matthew’s account also mentions angels,
but they don’t appear until the end of the story, when the devil has left the scene. Mark’s account may mean that angels were there all through the forty days — or that they came and went
throughout the forty days. So what does it mean that they “attended” or “served” him? Presumably it means that they supported him somehow during that forty-day ordeal. Presumably
also, although Mark doesn’t say so, Jesus was sustained and strengthened by the Holy Spirit,
who had descended on him at his baptism, shortly before.
Like the transfiguration story, which we read last Sunday, the story of Jesus’ temptation in
the wilderness is a strange one, with supernatural elements that don’t correspond to our everyday experience.
An important key to understanding it is its context. As we’ve already seen, the temptation of
Jesus took place before he actually began his ministry, and right after he was baptized. Along
with his baptism, then, his experience in the wilderness was clearly a turning point in his life.
He gave up the family’s carpentry business, and became a full-time traveling rabbi. On the First
Sunday after Epiphany, I pointed out that the descent of the Holy Spirit at Jesus’ baptism
served to empower him for the ministry he was about to undertake. The same Spirit then drove
him out into the wilderness to endure that forty-day period of temptation — a “wilderness boot
camp”, as one writer has called it. Then, when the forty-day ordeal was over, Jesus began his
ministry. So, along with his baptism, his temptation in the wilderness served to prepare him for
his ministry.
No doubt, then, Satan’s purpose in tempting Jesus was to undermine or sabotage his ministry
in some way, in order to make it fail. At the same time, Jesus’ goal in undergoing this period of
temptation was to make decisions about how he would undertake his ministry — about his priorities, his methods, his message, his style, his target audience, even his itinerary. No doubt, he
made decisions on what he wouldn’t do, as well as on what he would do. Perhaps this time of
temptation even prepared him for temptations he would experience later on, while actually carrying out his ministry.
It would be a mistake to assume that Jesus didn’t experience any more temptations after leaving the wilderness. As I believe I point out every year on this Sunday, one of the biggest temptations he experienced later on in his ministry was the temptation to avoid the cross, somehow.
His prayer in the garden of Gethsemane shows that he would have preferred to avoid the cross if
possible; but in his time of prayer, he successfully resisted that temptation as well.
There were other temptations, too. In Chapter 8 of Mark, some Pharisees question him.
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Mark says, To test him, they asked him for a sign from heaven (Mark 8.11). In other words, they
wanted Jesus to prove himself by performing a miracle on demand — something he could easily
have done if he had wanted to. But he refused. In Mark’s original Greek, the word “to test” in
this story is closely related to the word “being tempted” in today’s reading — two different
forms of the same word.
One more example: When Jesus first predicts that he will be rejected, put to death, and then
raised to life, also in Chapter 8, Mark tells us, Peter took him aside, and began to rebuke him
(Mark 8.32). Jesus then rebuked Peter, saying Get behind me, Satan! You do not have in mind the
concerns of God, but merely human concerns (Mark 8.33). Jesus’ use of the name “Satan” shows
that he regarded Peter’s protest as a temptation — a temptation to play it safe and avoid the
cross.
The story of the temptation of Jesus emphasizes Jesus’ humanity. It shows that it was possible for Jesus to be tempted. So if Jesus experienced temptation, it shouldn’t surprise us if we
experience it, too. Experiencing temptation doesn’t mean that we’re unspiritual or weak; it
simply means that we’re human. We can’t avoid temptation; but, with the guidance and power
of the Holy Spirit, we can recognize temptation and resist it. It is not a sin to experience temptation, but it is sin to give in to it.
As I mentioned earlier, having been baptized does not guarantee that we will never sin again;
we certainly will, and we certainly do. The value in observing the season of Lent, then, is that it
gives all of us both opportunity and encouragement to work at getting our lives back in order
again.
Lent gives us opportunity and encouragement to take a good look at ourselves — at our values, our priorities, our choices, our habits, our routines — and to evaluate them; and, if necessary, to change them. Lent also gives us opportunity and encouragement to look at how we ourselves experience temptation, and how we respond to it. Do our temptations come from our desires — from things we want that lead us away from living in God’s ways? Do our temptations
come from disappointed expectations — from disappointment that God isn’t making things
work out in our lives the way we had thought they would? Do our temptations come from the
expectations of people around us — people who want us to be just like them, and to act the way
they act? Do our temptations come from our fears — from fearing that we will be disapproved
of or made fun of by others who don’t share our Christian beliefs and values? It’s worth noting
that not all temptations appeal to our desires; temptations also can appeal to our fears.
How then do we respond to temptations? Do we easily give in to them, or do we struggle
with them? Do we even recognize all the temptations that come our way? Some of the temptations we experience are so subtle that we may not even recognize them as such at the time, but
only later on, in hindsight.
Dealing with temptation involves making choices. For Jesus, during his forty days in the
wilderness, it presumably meant making choices about how he was going to undertake his min-
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istry. For us, it means making choices about what kind of people we will be; about how we
treat the people around us; about how faithfully we live in God’s ways; about to what extent we
resemble Jesus in the way we think and act.
Ultimately, of course, the choices are always up to us. Noone else can make them for us; we
need to make them ourselves. The best kind of discipline there is is self-discipline — not having someone hover over us constantly to tell us what to do and what not to do, but making those
choices and decisions for ourselves. Fortunately, though, we have the Holy Spirit to guide and
strengthen us, as Jesus did in his time in the wilderness; to guide us in making our choices, and
to strengthen us in sticking to them. However, the Holy Spirit doesn’t force us to do things
against our will; ultimately it’s we ourselves who make the choices and the decisions.
As we begin this season of Lent, then, let us take advantage of the opportunity to make a new
start; to get our lives turned back in the right direction; to renew our commitment to God and to
living in his ways; and to resist the inevitable temptations that threaten to turn us in the wrong
direction.
HYMN: Lord Jesus, who through forty days …
PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE:
Faithful and loving God:
On this First Sunday in Lent, we begin the process of preparing ourselves to commemorate
the death and resurrection of Jesus; and we do so by renewing our struggle against evil and sin.
On this day when we think of Jesus’ forty days of being tempted and tested in the wilderness,
we ask you to strengthen us as we experience temptation and testing ourselves in the midst of
everyday life. Strengthen us, we pray, for the testing we experience both from within ourselves
and from the world around us — temptations to do things we shouldn’t, temptations not to do
things we should, and temptations to lose our faith and trust in you.
We thank you that you have given us the Holy Spirit to guide and strengthen us, as you did
for Jesus. Help us to depend on him, so that, more and more, we may want what you want, and
do what you want us to do.
We thank you for the privilege of being part of your church; and we pray for your continued
guidance and blessing on the church’s life and work — in our own congregation, across the
country, and around the world. Today we pray in particular for the work of our national church,
as it provides resources to assist congregations across the country in adjusting to changes that
are going on in society all around us. We pray also for our Presbytery as it meets this week; that
you would guide it in the decisions it needs to make; and as it also strives to provide support,
guidance, and encouragement to the congregations within its bounds.
We give you thanks for the blessings with which you sustain us and enrich our lives day by
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day; and we pray for members of our congregation, our families, and our circles of friends who
are dealing with challenges and difficulties today — in particular, those whom we name before
you now: ____________________. We pray that you would provide for their needs, and grant
them your strength, encouragement, and healing.
We pray also for the needs of the wider world. We continue to pray for people in positions of
authority; and today we pray in particular for our federal government, as it deals with the issue
of medical assistance in dying. Enable MPs and senators alike to think through the potential
consequences of any changes to the current legislation; and help them to safeguard the interests
of those who are vulnerable and powerless.
We pray also for people in Texas and its neighboring states dealing with the aftermath of severe winter weather, and the accompanying strain on public utilities. Grant strength to those repairing damage, we pray, so that basic electricity and water may soon be restored; and grant that
those who have suffered damage to their homes and property may receive the support and assistance they need.
And we continue to pray about the ongoing pandemic. We give thanks that numbers have
gone down in recent weeks, in response to the various restrictions that have been imposed; and
we pray that we may remain vigilant as new variants of the virus continue to spread. We pray
in particular this week for Indigenous communities dealing with outbreaks, that they may receive the support and assistance they need, and may be able both to care for those who have
been infected, and to prevent the further spread of the virus. Once again, we give thanks for
vaccines that have been produced and made available, and we pray for your blessing on efforts
to vaccinate as many people as possible as quickly as possible.
We thank you that you hear our prayers, gracious God, and we offer them up to you in the
name of Jesus, our Lord. Amen.
HYMN: Breathe on me, Breath of God
COMMISSIONING AND BLESSING:
Sisters and brothers in Christ:
Go into the week ahead, now,
in peace,
and in the strength of the Holy Spirit,
to work at strengthening your relationship with God through the season of Lent,
and to resist temptations to distance yourselves from him.
And may God bless you:
May he assure you of his presence and his love,
and give you his strength and joy;
in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

