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SERMON
First Sunday in Lent

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, February 26, 2012

Text: Mark 1:9-13

The Father Who Challenges Us

Last Sunday, I mentioned that a couple of years ago, Lynne and I climbed Mt. Sinai to
watch the sun come up.  What I didn’t tell you was that I almost didn’t make the trip, and
Lynne talked me into it.  The day before, as we were riding the bus across the Sinai desert,
the tour guide told us about this optional part of our tour.  Those who wanted to go up the
mountain would get up at midnight.  We would walk up to where we would climb onto a
camel.  We would go up the winding trail on the back of a camel for two hours, and then we
would make the last part of the ascent on foot.  The tour guide told us it would be a strenuous
and demanding trip.  He said people who are not in good shape should not sign up.

I said to Lynne, “I don’t think we ought to do it.  I don’t think we’re in good enough
shape.”  I expected her to agree.  But she didn’t.  She said, “We have to do it.  We’ll regret it if
we don’t.”

There I was, caught between a rock and a hard place.  If I didn’t do it, my wife would
think I was chicken.  If I did do it, and couldn’t make it to the top, I would be embarrassed in
front of the whole group.  So I said, “Okay, if you think we can do it, let’s go for it.”

When it was all over, and we were standing there on top awaiting the sunrise, I
realized how glad I was that my wife had loved me enough to challenge me to do this.  She
knew that if I had stayed down in my bed, and met the returning adventurers the next day at
noon, I would always wish I had gone up Mt. Sinai.  And she knew that instead, I would
always remember that day.

I should tell you that I was able to return the favor.  As you get near the top of the
mountain, there is a final portion where you have to climb 750 steps carved in the face of the
granite atop the mountain.  It was cold.  We were tired.  It sounded impossible.  But at this
point, I could smell victory.  Lynne, on the other hand, was ready to succumb to fatigue.  “Go
on without me,” she said.  “I’ll meet you here on the way back down.”

“We have to do it,” I told her.  We’ll regret it if we don’t.”  And so, we climbed on
together, and made it to the top.

When you love someone, do you let him be less than he can be?  Or do you spur him
on by challenging him to do something great?

When God loves you, does He let you be less than you can be?  Or does He spur you
on by challenging you to do something great?  That is the question that came to mind as I
read the Gospel story that we read this morning from Mark.  Mark tells us of two major events
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in the life of Jesus.  One was his baptism at the Jordan River, and the other was the
temptation in the desert.  He tells us that Jesus came to be baptized by John, and as He was
coming up out of the water, a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with
you I am well pleased.” (Mark 1:11)  Now listen to this.  “At once the Spirit sent him out into
the desert, and he was in the desert forty days, being tempted by Satan.” (Mark 1:12)

What a rapid turn of events.  God the Father tells Jesus, His Son, that He is well
pleased with Him.  And then “at once,” He sends Him out into the desert to go without food, to
be exposed to the elements and to be tempted by Satan for 40 days.  Now admittedly, Mark
has a tendency to be succinct, and to be spare on details.  But when he used the expression
“at once,”  he was not using an ambiguous term.  At once means at once.

So what the Gospel is telling us is that the Father expressed His love for His Son,
Jesus, and then immediately, what? … sent him on a nice vacation to a Dead Sea spa? No,
He challenged His Son by sending Him into an ordeal.  Why did God do that?  He did it
because He loved His Son.

It was in that wilderness experience that Jesus was prepared for the ministry that He
was going to pursue.  It was there that He came to grips with the question of what kind of
Messiah He was going to be.  He was the privileged Son of the all-powerful God. Was He
going to use cosmic powers to subdue the enemies of His people?  Was He going to become
a king who would live in luxury?  Was He going to compromise with the devil?  It was during
these 40 days of fasting and prayer that Satan confronted Jesus with those temptations.  And
Jesus stood fast.  For He knew what kind of Messiah He was to be.

The Father who loved His Son knew what the Son’s mission was.  He knew what the
Son was capable of.  And He knew what had to be done.  And so, He said, “You are my Son,
whom I love; with you I am well pleased.”  And at once, the Spirit sent Him out into the desert
to be tempted by Satan.

How is it with you?  You know that God loves you.  The Bible tells us so.  Do you
expect that, because God loves you, He is going to let you off easy?

• Suppose you have a tendency to be lazy.  Is God going to honor that?

• Suppose you have a tendency to be self-indulgent.

• Suppose you have a tendency to take short cuts,

• or to shade the truth

• or to rationalize away something you don’t want to do.

I’ve heard it said many times that God is a gentleman, and doesn’t force Himself on
anyone.  From experience, I think that is true.  He invites us to step into His light.  He invites
us to know Him.  He invites us to bow down before Him.  He invites us to leave aside our sin
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and repent and turn to Him.  He invites us to believe that Jesus is the Savior of the world and
thereby to gain eternal life.

But when we truly give our lives over to Him, He says, “Excellent.  Welcome into real,
eternal life.  Now I’m going to show you what you can be.”  And so, His invitations begin to be
more specific.  He begins to invite us on adventures that are going to challenge us so that we
can truly experience that eternal life.  They are still just invitations.  We can still turn them
down.  But what if we accept?  What if we rise above that voice in us that wants to say, “I’m
not in good enough shape to make it to the top.”  Only God knows the reward that He has for
us if we say yes.

I have seen some wonderful things happen in people’s lives when they threw caution
to the winds and accepted a challenge from God.

• People who have never been on an airplane before have gone on mission trips to
Africa.

• I’ve seen people stand up and give a testimony when they had never talked that way
before.

• I’ve seen people make extravagant financial gifts because the Holy Spirit urged them
to do it.

• I’ve seen young people get up and preach to this congregation on a Sunday morning,
even though they were scared to death.

• I’ve seen someone who had never served in a church leadership position become
Senior Warden in a time of great turmoil.

Those have been invitations from God to experience eternal life by trusting in Him.
None of those things was easy.  But God challenges us because He loves us, and wants
more for us than our flesh is willing to take on.

He does that because He loves us.  And He does it for another reason as well.  He
does it because He loves the world and wants no one to perish.  He is redeeming the world,
and He wants to do it through people like you and me.  That story in the Book of Genesis that
we read today is a story about how much God loves the world.  In Genesis Chapter 6, we are
told that the sinful state of the world was so great that God regretted having created it.
(Genesis 6:7)  But instead of destroying it outright, He found one righteous family, and told
their patriarch, Noah, to build an ark.  And when God brought the rains to cover the earth, He
saved eight people and two of every kind of animal, because He had told Noah to build that
ark and round up those animals.  Noah had a challenge on his hands.  He was ridiculed.  He
worked hard to get the job done.  He and his family endured the crowding and the closeness
and the smell.  And when it was all over, God sent a rainbow and said it would be a sign of
the covenant between Him and the earth and mankind:  “Never again will the waters become
a flood to destroy all life.” (Genesis 9:15)  God so loved the world, that He decided it was
worth saving.
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And from there God went on to place His hand on Abraham and establish the family of
God’s chosen people.  And then He sent His only Son, Jesus.  And then Jesus sent out His
disciples to the ends of the earth to proclaim the Gospel.  And now, we are those disciples.
God challenges you and me to be all He wants to make of us, because He loves the world,
and He wants to use us to bless the world.

• My friend whose first plane ride took him to Uganda:  when he got there, he found
himself talking to a thousand school children at a time.  Who knows how many of
those children may have found faith in Jesus because of that day?

• My friends who gave their first testimony:  who knows what may have stirred in
someone’s heart that day?

• My friend who gave the extravagant contributions:  Who knows how God used that
generous gesture?

• My young friends who preached here on Youth Sundays:  Who knows how that
courageous act, or that profound message from God, inspired someone who heard
them?

• That Senior Warden who led us through stormy seas:  She said and wrote a lot of
public messages in that position.  Who knows how many people were motivated by
her words to stand firm for the Gospel?

My brothers and sisters, God loves you.  And so He is going to challenge you.  God
loves the world, and so He is going to challenge you.

And let me just go one step further with this message.  We serve a crucified Lord. God
so loved the world that He gave His only Son.  And when it says He gave Him, it means
that He allowed that Son to be the Lamb that was slain for the sins of the world.  God’s
beloved Son, our beloved Jesus, was nailed to a cross because of God’s infinite love.

So when Jesus says to us, “Pick up your cross and follow me,” (Mark 8:34) what do
you think He is saying?  Is He speaking figuratively to say, “I’ll help you through your illness,
or your grief, or your disappointment?”  Or is He saying something much more?  If you look
at the Christian movement down through history, it has been a hard road.

• God has asked Christians to go to faraway places and leave behind everything
familiar.

• He has asked people to lay down their lives rather than to deny that they love Jesus.

• He has asked people to stand up to false teaching and to lose everything they owned.

We are living in a time when it is starting to look like we are going to have to make
great sacrifices for the Jesus we love.  We Americans have grown complacent.  We were
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lulled into believing that Christianity was the cultural norm, and we had nothing to fear from
anyone.  But that is all changing.  And we dare not think that we can turn down God’s
invitations and challenges and let someone else make the sacrifices or take the heat or pay
the price.

The apostles lived in a time when being a Christian was costly.  Every one of them
died a martyr’s death.  And one of those apostles said it for us in his letter to the Christians in
Philippi:

I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in
his sufferings, becoming like him in his death. [Philippians 3:10]

It ought to fill our hearts with joy to know that God loves us enough to challenge us to
be all that we can be.  And It ought to excite us to know that if we accept those challenges,
He is going to fill us with His Holy Spirit to make us all He wants us to be.  If we are ready to
go there with Him, He will do great things with us.  And, yes, there may be a big price to pay.
But what an honor it is to know that God so loved the world that He sent His only Son, and
He sent you—so that all who believe in Him may not perish but have everlasting life.
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