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Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7 and Matthew 4:1-11

Fighting Through the Lies

Back in the garden of Eden God told Adam and Eve that they could eat freely of any tree in the whole place except one.  They also were given work to do; rather pleasant work if you enjoy nature and working with your hands.  They were to till the garden and they did this quite happily.  There was only one limit the creator imposed on them.  One tree the fruit of which they were forbidden to eat.  The explanation for the prohibition was that if they ate the fruit of this tree they would acquire the knowledge of good and evil and this knowledge would lead to their death.   How does the knowledge of good and evil inevitably lead to death?  We will leave that hanging for the moment like a bright red apple on a medium green tree at summers prime. 
“Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made.”  The crafty one asks the woman a theological question.  “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden?’”  The woman cheerfully replies, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden but not the one in the middle, we can’t even touch it, and if we do we will die.”  Now notice she stretched it just a bit in her report to the crafty one.  God never said anything about touching it.  She added that.  I wonder why?  Was she just a little fascinated by that apple all along?
With a cavalier shrug of his tail, the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”  Do you see what he is doing?  He is suggesting that the reason God told them they can’t eat it is that he is in rivalry with them.   He doesn’t want them to be as powerful as he is and if they eat that apple they will be.  The clever one suggests they are foolish for trusting God.  
Well that apple is starting to look awful good.   And being like God and knowing good and evil; well what can be wrong about that.  If we know the difference between good and evil we can choose the one and avoid the other and avoid the terrible consequences that God told us to expect.  Maybe those consequences were just a way of keeping us ignorant and off the track.  
So she picked it and took a bite and Adam saw her and he wanted it too.  He imitated her desire.  It was his imitation of her desire that started the contagion that spread like wild fire and infected us all.  Now we are all looking at who has the apple and wanting a bite of it.  Adam could have listened to God and said no, he wouldn’t be having a bite and that would have stopped it right there.  But he didn’t.  So here we have the first instance of a person imitating another person rather than imitating God.  
At that moment their eyes are opened and they each notice they are naked.  Suddenly they are self-conscious, aware of themselves in comparison to the other, ashamed and in rivalry.  Men and women have been in rivalry ever since and all the Adam and Eve jokes confirm it.  But more than that, this story shows that humans have been in rivalry since the beginning.  Each human wants the apple and more of it; the apple the other has or they think he has and each thinks that if I just had it then I would be whole, complete, at peace and self-sufficient; like God.  And so we chase after each other, envy each other, fight with each other, and exhaust ourselves in the scramble.  

As the story goes the rivalry spread through the generations and Cain, their son who was a farmer, kills Abel, their other son who was a herder of sheep.  Cain thinks God loves Abel more and kills Abel in a fit of jealousy.  Cain thinks he has the knowledge of good and evil and Abel is evil in Cain’s eye and so he kills him.  The knowledge of good and evil becomes Cain’s weapon; a justification for murder.  And so we see how the knowledge of good and evil has brought death because we each think we are good and the other evil.  

Abel’s blood cries out from the ground seeking revenge. And so the cycle of violence begins. How will it ever be interrupted?   
All along God loved them both!  God sees it all and is sad.  The story says God marked Cain’s forehead with a mark to protect him from Abel’s avengers.  Even in the most ancient stories the theme features curbing and containing wild human desires, so crafty and deceitful, but all within God’s created world; the world he loves.  When we take the Genesis story apart we discover we are the serpent “more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made.”  Who will deliver us from our desires so deeply tangled, deceptive and fused with violence? Is there anyone able to resist eating the apple?
After his baptism “Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished.  The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.”  Notice the tempter, this time described as the devil, suggests to Jesus that he may not be the Son of God like he thinks he is.  But if he is the Son of God he will be able to turn stones into bread.  Like the serpent he is a crafty one for if Jesus does what the tempter asks he will be doing the tempters will rather than the will of God.  In his extreme hunger whose desire will be his model, the devil or God?   The devil tells Jesus that if he is the Son of God he will be so powerful that he can lord it over biology, over nature itself, and be able to make stones into bread.  Is God’s way the way of overwhelming power?  
Which way will Jesus choose; raw power where you get what you want right now or the way of weakness leading to the cross and the message of forgiveness?  Even though he has not eaten for 40 days he responds with, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.”  He models himself after God and passes his first test.  Jesus, the new Adam, trusts his Abba and refuses to eat the loaf of bread, which might be Adam’s apple in a new form.
The clever one next takes him to the holy city and places him on the pinnacle of the temple.  If you are the Son of God throw yourself down from your high perch and God will rescue you.  If you are who you say you are, you won’t splat on the pavement.  Since it is the devil who is saying this can we believe him?  Was the devil trying to get rid of him and hoping he would fall for it (pun intended)?  
Are we tempted to make God into a magician who should prove himself by rescuing us when we get ourselves into a jam or do we just pray and trust God through it?   “Jesus said to him, ‘Again it is written, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.”  Jesus would not prove himself to the devil or anyone else and neither would God.  Jesus would simply trust God.  For a second time he refrains from listening to the voice of the one who has placed himself in rivalry with God.  Could it be that voice is human and we are the ones in rivalry?  Does Jesus listen to our voice or his Father’s voice?  If he does his father’s will he will fall into human hands and we will do what we want with him.  If Jesus can trust himself into the plan this is how he, the father and the Spirit will show the strength of weakness.  While it is not an easy road he chooses it.
Finally “the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor.”  What a tempting apple that is. The devil said you can have it all if you will worship me.  Accuse people, deceive them, manipulate them, shake them down, use irresistible force when you can and you can rule the world.  Everyone will bow down to you in fear if you bow down to me.  Jesus knows that even if the devil is right about this being his world, this is not his father’s will.  His father wants to fill the world with the rule of love and that will mean Jesus will lose his life to the hate the devil models but find it on the other side of forgiveness.
Jesus knows the devil is a liar and fights through it.  To be honest, that’s the way it is for all of us.  We all have to fight through the lies, both those inside us and those in the world around us.  In Lent we join Jesus in fighting through the lies in a more intentional and disciplined way.  We’re grateful we have someone to shows us how who supports us as we do it.  Amen.
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