Sermon Outlines for Lent
The assumption behind this series of sermon outlines is that the contrast of Grace and Truth with Law and Correctness is a helpful framework with which to approach the readings from the Gospel of John, and that co-incidentally this framework throws some interesting light on the temptation passage from the Gospel of Matthew as well.

The preparation material in the study booklet Set Free by the Grace of God is assumed as background to these outlines.

Each outline begins with a “Sermon Sentence”, which is an attempt to communicate the substance of the key message of the sermon in one sentence.

“Some Other Points” are suggestions for points which may be useful in supporting the substance of the key message of the sermon.  Not every point needs to be made in every sermon.  A preacher may want to take just one point and expand on it to develop the key message.

Each preacher will also want to consider a story or stories that illustrate the key message or any point that supports the key message of the sermon.   In this way the sermon is more personalised.  There is necessarily a very personal and even intimate nature to a sermon that the use of a sermon outline prepared by a third person can in some ways threaten, and it is therefore important to ensure the sermon is still true to the one preaching it.

Accordingly, these sermon outlines are designed simply to stimulate reflection in a way that hopefully is helpful and links Lenten sermons to the Lenten study booklet.

Week 1

OVERCOMING TEMPTATION

Sermon Sentence
Truth that leads to right action emerges from scripture only when we interpret it in the light of the experience of grace, and the temptation to wrong action arises when the life of faith is reduced to behaviour determined only by the legalism which is driven by our own needs or desires.

Some Other Points

1. Stones to Bread
The devil tempts Jesus to an action determined only by the instinct to survive.

Jesus responds with words from scripture that indicate fullness of life is so much more than survival.  We discover what it means to be fully human only in deep communion with the God of grace.

2. Throw Yourself Down
The devil tempts Jesus to exploit his relationship with God by demanding God provide for him in a situation of extremity, as though God were there merely for his benefit.

Jesus responds with words from scripture that indicate that a relationship with the God of grace is not about testing out what God will do for us.

3. Worship Me
The devil tempts Jesus to find his significance in exercising power over others.

Jesus responds with words from scripture that indicate that our true significance is found in worship that places the God of grace at the very centre of our lives.

Week 2

BORN FROM ABOVE

An encounter with the God of grace opens up a whole new world and transforms us here and now into wholly new people, shaped and motivated by God’s grace.

Sermon Structure

Some Other Points

1. Born From Above
In powerful imagery (v3), Jesus helps Nicodemus to see an encounter with the God of grace is as radical an experience as being born into a whole new world.

1. The Wind Blows where it Chooses
In another word parable (v8), Jesus points Nicodemus to a spontaneous and joyful life which cannot be tied down, cornered or contained; which is liberating, exciting and even unpredictable, and which leads to actions and responses that are fitting to every moment and situation in life.  He says those born of the Spirit are like the wind, known by their impact in the world.

2. God so Loved the World

Eternal Life is the present experience of those who believe in Jesus, who was given by God to save the world, not to condemn it.  Here (v16) “belief in Jesus” is so much more than assent to ideas about Jesus: it is about entrusting our lives to the God of grace and our ways to God’s ways of grace.

Week 3

LIVING WATER

Sermon Sentence

An encounter with the God of grace confronts us with the truth about ourselves and invites us to into a relationship with God that opens our eyes to see beyond our limitations and our excuses to new possibilities for our lives and all whose lives we touch.

Some Other Points

1. Living Water
Jesus discerns a thirst for a different life in this woman whose life is shaped by her rejection and the condemnation of law.  But first he has to get past her evasions, no doubt the defence mechanisms of a hurt human being. 

2. True Religion
The woman is keen to engage in an argument about religious differences and correct practice, matters that have led her and her people into hatred of and division from others.  Jesus takes her to the place of grace where worship in Spirit and in truth leads to her wholeness and gives to her people the possibility of harmony with each other and others.  This is true religion.

3. Doing God’s Will
Jesus says to his disciples there is satisfaction in doing God’s will that is nourishing; as nourishing as food is to the body (v34).  The delightful response of the woman is evidence that this is true for her.  God’s will is not the burden of legal obligation and correctness to her but frees her to return to the people who have rejected her with a message that brings the same freedom to them.

Week 4

CURED OF BLINDNESS

Sermon Sentence

An Encounter with the God of grace opens our eyes to the truth; empowers us, and gives us the courage to oppose the correctness that blinds us and others to the truth, despite the consequences.

Some Other Points

1. The Eyes to See
The man not only has his physical eyes opened but the eyes with which to see what is true and what really matters in life.  Being met by grace teaches him to live by grace.

2. The Blindness of Law and Correctness
The disciples show they still are bound by law and correctness in their reaction to the blind man, and the religious leaders are so sure they are right that they cannot see their treatment of the man and their silencing of his parents by fear are clearly acts contrary to God’s will.  This is an irony to which Jesus alludes in saying it is their certainty about what is correct that ensures their ongoing blindness to the truth (v41).  The works of God are truly revealed (v3) throughout this whole episode, centred on the man born blind.

3. The Courage of Conviction

The man demonstrates remarkable courage throughout this episode, despite the inevitable consequences of rejection by the authorities.  Ultimately he is driven out of the community.  Being encountered by grace empowers and emboldens a person in a way that obligation to law and fear of punishment will never achieve.

Week 5

LIFE BEYOND DEATH

Sermon Sentence

An Encounter with the God of grace dares us to dream the impossible and to see it take place by the power which is the grace of God; a power which overcomes death and all that is destructive in life.

Some Other Points

1. Nothing is Impossible
Jesus invites Martha to dream large, beyond what a belief bound by merely human constraints can imagine.  Jesus’ obvious compassion (v35) moves beyond sympathy for the sisters to a challenge to take hold of all the possibilities the God of grace has to offer and not to falter in faith at the very moment that faith has the most to offer; in our moments of despair and hopelessness.

2. Taking Risks
Never underestimate the risk Jesus takes in this episode.  It is by faith in God that he does what he does, not by means of human power.  In calling for the stone to be removed from the tomb of Lazarus, he steps out in faith and invites the sisters to step out in faith with him.  The result is not guaranteed.  Faith is not sight: it is confidence in the God of grace.

3. Stronger than Death
This episode in Jesus’ life signs his death warrant (v53).  The consequences of daring to dream large and to take risks for God may be monumental.  But knowing we are held firm by the God of grace gives us a confidence that overcomes the worst that can happen to us. 
