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SERMON – Sunday 21 February 2021 
 
Readings: 1 Peter 3.18-22  /  Mark 1.9-15 
 

Today is the first Sunday in Lent.  Those 40 days that lead us to the crucifixion and 
to Easter.  I know it may sound cliché but has anyone given up things for Lent?  I 
know the Vicar hasn’t given up chocolate….I saw it on Facebook!  But I know she 
only eats Fairtrade dark chocolate and that’s a lot better for you…am I right there, 
Vicar?? 

I’m not even going to try to give something up, because most years it is just like a 
New Year’s resolution – it doesn’t last long.  But this year, I’m going to try to be 
committed.  It is going to happen and none of you can tempt me out of it.   

Every year, the first Sunday in Lent includes a reading of the temptation story.  This 
morning we just heard Mark’s version.  And it is quite fitting for those of us who have 
given something up because we know that feeling of temptation to give in.  But 
notice that in Mark, we don’t just get the temptation story.  We also get Jesus’ 
baptism right before that and his first sermon afterwards. 

What I love about the Gospel of Mark is it is so brief in its story telling.  It gives so 
few details.  But the details given are quite important.  For example, did you notice 
what happens to the heavens when Jesus is baptised?  “Just as Jesus was coming 
up and out of the waters, he saw heaven being torn open”.    What does that mean 
you may ask?  Could it mean the veil between us and God has been torn open, 
never to be closed again? 

Jesus sees the spirit descend on him.  Like it is resting on his shoulder.  So the spirit 
of God does not simply rest on Jesus, it goes into him. He becomes filled by the 
spirit of God.  What we learn here is that throughout Jesus’ life and death, he is 
carrying within him the Spirit of God. 

Then Jesus hears the words of God, “You are my son, whom I love”.   These are 
words of affirmation.  Words of acceptance.  Words that tell Jesus who he is and to 
whom he belongs.  It’s like a parent wrapping their arms around their child and 
whispering in their ear, “I love you.  You will always be my child. No matter 
what.”  They are words that enter into your body and wrap themselves around your 
heart.  They claim you.  And that is what it means to be baptised.  To be baptised is 
to hear the promise that God has already claimed you.   You belong.  You matter. 
You are loved. 

So Jesus has been claimed by God and filled by the spirit of God and then what 
happens?  Jesus gets driven into the wilderness where he was tempted by Satan for 
40 days.     That number forty is an important number in scripture.  

Rain fell for forty days and forty nights in the story of Noah and the ark.   

Moses spent 40 days and 40 nights on Mount Sinai when receiving the Ten 
Commandments from God.   
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The Israelites, they spent 40 years wandering in the wilderness?   

And now Jesus is tempted in the wilderness for forty days.  The ancient Jews were a 
deeply symbolic people.  And numbers for them carried deep spiritual value for 
them.  So it means something here that Jesus was tempted for forty days.  Why that 
number?  It must have been important. 

While we live in a different world than the ancient Jews, there is a meaning to the 
number forty that we still share with those ancient Jews.  Well, we have Lenten 
season for 40 days. (Factoids) Forty is the only number in English whose letters 
appear in alphabetical order and there are 40 spaces on a standard monopoly board, 
proving that life is a gamble, the game gives players equal odds (1 in 40) of going 
directly to jail or winning the free parking lottery. 

(Reference to the birth of Jesus) 40 is the number of weeks that a baby grows from 
conception to full term.  Forty is the number of weeks that it takes for us to be birthed 
into the world.   So could it be that the number forty, used in scripture, has something 
to do with being born, or reborn.  Maybe it has to do with finding new life in the midst 
of your current life.  One could say that the earth was reborn after the forty days of 
rain in Noah’s story.  For the Israelites, coming out of slavery and wandering in the 
wilderness for forty years was rebirth for their people.  They were going to start again 
in a new land and under new leadership.  They were not going to be an enslaved 
people anymore.  They were set free, birthed into new life. 

So then, if that is true, could it be that Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness is a time of 
gestation and growth, a time of preparation for rebirth into new life.  Preparation for 
his life of ministry that is ahead of him. 

And if that is true, then could it be that Jesus’ baptism just before was then a 
moment of conception?  A moment when a seed is planted that then begins to 
grow?  Those words that Jesus hears, “You are my Son, whom I love”.    Could 
those be life-creating words? 

So what are we to do with all of this?  Forty days in the wilderness for Jesus.  Forty 
days of Lent for us.   

As we enter the Lenten season of forty days, perhaps we are invited to be 
rebirthed.  To let the old ways of life that have become destructive and disorienting 
fall away and to be rebirthed to live life in a new way. 

To commit to a new way of being or a new way of relating to the world.  And maybe 
the only way for that to begin to grow within us, to discover a new way of living, is to 
remember those words spoken to us at our baptism.  To recall those life-creating 
words of God for us.   Which is why it is important to remember that in baptism we 
hear the promise that God has already claimed us.  Which means these life-creating 
words are for you too.  They are for all of us.  So hear them again now: you are 
enough for God.  You are valuable.  You have been claimed by God.  You belong 
and you are loved.   Let those words fill our minds, cross our lips and occupy our 
hearts.    Let them be a seed that conceives and sprouts new life within us this 
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Lenten season.  So that we too might be rebirthed into this world, deciding to live life 
differently.   

Lent is a much deeper season than simply giving up sweets and chocolate.   It is a 
season that leads us to new life through death.  New life, rebirth, through hearing the 
claiming words that you belong to God and you are God’s beloved.    

 So what are the parts of your life God is wanting to be reborn?  Where is God 
wanting you to live differently? Where is God wanting to bring life into the world 
through you?  Believe in the good news….we belong…we are loved…we matter, we 
have been claimed   AMEN. 

 


