Going Further: Additional material for “Walking humbly with God” by Timothy Gaden

Study one: Life is a journey (Luke 4:1-13)
Going Further: Exegetical notes on the Gospel passage

· The order of the second and third temptations is reversed, compared to the order in which Matthew presents them.  It is possible that Luke does this because the Temple in Jersusalem is so important to him. For example, Luke’s Gospel begins and ends in the Temple.  It is the Temple in which we find the first Christians are the start of the Acts of the Apostles (which Luke also wrote).  
· Again, Luke does not have the devil take Jesus up to a mountain top to show him the kingdoms of the world.  For Luke, mountains are the place for prayer and revelation, like the Transfiguration.  Instead, the devil provides a vision.  
· Forty days in the wilderness (v.2).  A conscious allusion here to the forty years of the Exodus in the Old Testament, in which the Jewish people rebels against God and doubts him.  Jesus in his forty days of fasting, does not. He repeats – and surpasses – the experience of the Hebrew people in the wilderness. 
· Jesus replies to each temptation with a verse of Scripture – Deut 8:3, 6:13, 6:16.  The word of God is a powerful ally against the wiles of the Devil, strong enough to defeat him.
Going Deeper: More Thoughts on the Gospel of the week.

It’s very possible that you (who are reading this) are from the generation that read the theology books of C.S. Lewis. Perhaps you have read his Screwtape Letters, which is his best book, after Surprised by Joy.  

If you have, you will know that it is a book of advice written by Screwtape, a senior, experienced devil to a novice, Wormwood, full of tips about how to win people for what Screwtape describes as ‘Our Father below’. It is both funny and perceptive, and reading it one cannot help recognising some of the things that have marred one’s own Christian life.  One of Screwtape’s strategies, which he is keen to put before young Wormwood, is the strategy of encouraging people to think so much about what they imagine as their many little sins, that they lose sight altogether of what real sin is.  We get so worked up about the grave sin of sometimes losing our temper, or taking more than our fair share of cake, or saying that we like something we really don’t in order not to cause a fuss, that we forget to think about real sin, about the thing that really damages us and our relationship with God.  But as Screwtape sadly remarks, ‘the Enemy’, God, so often has the right answers, and this morning Jesus invites us into the desert with him to remind us what the real temptations are. ‘You’re missing the wood for the trees, come with me and see the big picture’.

· Did you give up anything for Lent this year?  How will that help you draw closer to God? 

· When we are not being led astray by Screwtape’s distractions, what do you think “the real sin” is that separates us from God?  

What do we see?  As often happens we find a gospel passage doing two things at once, like the two sides of a coin.  On the one side, we see Jesus, just baptised and declared to be God’s Son, showing us what kind of Messiah he is going to be.  By not turning stone into bread, he resists the temptation to relevance—he is not going to be a Social Worker-Messiah, fixing world poverty or world hunger.  By refusing to throw himself off the temple he shows that he is not going to be a Magician-Messiah, no feats of magic or wonder-working here, and as we follow Jesus into his last week in Jerusalem we will see him refusing more and more to save himself this way.  By refusing to take over the nations of the world, he shows he is not going to be a Politician-Messiah.  Much to the disappointment of Judas (and others), he is not interested in telling the Romans to go home.  He is a Messiah come to serve, not to be served.  

On the flip side, we are getting our own lesson in what counts as the real temptations and the real sins for us: It’s not the odd extra beer or chocolate here, but the big temptations, the things that make us forget who we are as Church, as disciples—the temptation to fall away by being relevant, to fall away by being spectacular, and falling away by seeking temporal power.  In the end these are all forms of idolatry, placing something else in the spot that belongs to the Living God. And you could make a good argument that all sin – from the very first sin in the Garden of Eden up to our sins today – is idolatry of this kind. 

· In your experience which temptation (the temptation to relevance, to be spectactuar or to be powerful) is strongest for the church today?  For your parish?  For your diocese?     

Study Two: Journeying in hope (Luke 13:1-9)
Going Further: Exegetical notes on the Gospel passage
· For the next three Sundays, the Gospel readings are drawn from the same section of Luke, 9:51-19:28, which is often described as “The Journey to Jerusalem”.   Jesus has now set his face towards towards Jerusalem and journeys towards suffering.  Much of this section includes his teaching on discipleship, and is full of reminders that to follow Jesus is likewise to journey towards suffering.

· The material in this week’s passage is unique to Luke, it is not found in Matthew or Mark.  It falls into two sections, vv. 1-5 on repentance and the parable of the fig tree in vv. 6-9.

· The verses on repentance feature a story about Galileans and another about people living in Jerusalem, one about human evil and another about natural evil.  Jesus is pointedly inclusive in teaching that all attempts to link suffering with sinfulness fail – all have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory.

· Luke doesn’t repeat the story of the cursing of the fig tree found in the other synoptic Gospels (Mark 11:12-14; Matt 21:18-19).  Instead he tells this story which is one of mercy and hope.  There is still time to repent and bear good fruit.

· The vinedresser in this parable is thought by some to be the most Christ-like figure in all the parables Christ tells.  He invites the owner of the vineyard to practice forbearance and grace.  “Aphes”, he says to the owner, “Let it be”, using exactly the same Greek word as Jesus uses on the cross, “Aphes”, “forgive”. Already in his earthly ministry, Jesus is practising his heavenly role as an intercessor on our behalf with the Father.   
Going Deeper: More Thoughts on the Gospel of the week

In a week in which the study focusses on hope, we are lucky to have this reading from Luke’s Gospel, and for two reasons.

First, Jesus takes care to break the conventional understanding of a link between sin and misfortune.  These days we are more likely to encounter its opposite, the “Prosperity Gospel”, which is a perversion of the Christian message most popular in America but also encountered here from time to time.  This is the idea that God blesses those who love him with special worldly success and wealth.  So-called “tele-evangelists” and some other American churches make much of this misunderstanding.  In order to see how wrong this is, we need only consider the life of Jesus himself, the life of John the Baptist and the life of St Paul, any one of which is enough to demonstrate that the “Prosperity Gospel” is mistaken.

In Jesus’ time, however, the reverse was more common.  People believed that sin was the cause of misfortune or disaster and, by extension, that anyone upon whom misfortune fell must be a great sinner.  No, Jesus warns, it is not so.  No particular individual should give up hope because of their sins.  As Paul puts it, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23).  The Galileans who were killed (perhaps by Roman soldiers while the Galileans were offering their sacrifices in the Temple) and those crushed by the falling tower were not more sinful than everyone else.  All have sinned. 

· Can you think of particular categories of people or particular disasters that prompt some people today to think there is a link between moral failing and misfortune?

· What steps could Christians take to follow in the footsteps of Jesus’ teaching here?

This doesn’t sound hopeful or much like Good News, but in fact it is. Because all have fallen short, all are in need of God’s forgiveness and grace, and God’s forgiveness and grace extend to all without exception and cannot be earned by good behaviour or moral uprightness. (That is almost the very definition of the Good News!)

Secondly, through the parable of the fig tree Jesus gives us further teaching about the mercy and patience of God in the face of human failing.  St Augustine (AD 354-430), one of the great fathers of the Church linked this story with the whole of salvation history:

This tree is the human race. The Lord visited this tree in the time of the patriarchs, as if for the first year. He visited it in the time of the law and the prophets, as if for the second year. Here we are now; with the gospel the third year has dawned. Now it is as though it should have been cut down, but the merciful one intercedes with the merciful one. He wanted to show how merciful he was, and so he stood up to himself with a plea for mercy. “Let us leave it,” he says, “this year too. Let us dig a ditch around it.” Manure is a sign of humility. “Let us apply a load of manure; perhaps it may bear fruit.” (Sermon 254.3)
We have a reminder of this every week in the Eucharist.  One of the invitations to the Confession runs, “God is steadfast in love and infinite in mercy, welcoming sinners and inviting them to the Lord’s table”. God is always patiently waiting for us to bear good fruit, and treating us like plants, pruning, watering and fertilising us.

· Can you think of a time when God covered you with what felt like manure at the time but which led eventually to good fruit?  
