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SUMMARY
The story of Adam and Eve in the garden is about a lot more than just temptation.

AT A GLANCE
If we recognize temptation for what it is and acknowledge that we can’t beat it on our own, God will give us what we need to resist and lead a godly life.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s epistle text, see “PIT Maneuver,” March 1, 2020. 

Some folks give up things for Lent, and it’s a prime time for going on a diet. In the spirit of solidarity with any of you who are watching your waistlines, here’s a little inspirational story.
It’s about a man named Sam, who decided he was going on a diet. To make sure he would succeed, he announced his plan to all his friends and co-workers. Sam was one of those people like Oscar Wilde, who remarked, “I can resist anything — except temptation!”
Sam’s co-workers were pretty good about giving him moral support until the morning he walked into the office carrying a box of freshly baked donuts.
“What’s with the donuts, Sam?” one of them asked. “I thought you were on a diet.”
“I am,” said Sam. “But I want you to know I wouldn’t have gotten these donuts if it weren’t for God.”
That remark begged for an explanation. Sam quickly supplied one. “You see, I was driving into work, and I knew I’d have to go right past the bakery. I just couldn’t get those donuts out of my mind, so I decided to pray to God for help. ‘God,’ I said, ‘if you want me to have a box of hot, delicious donuts, give me a parking place right in front of the bakery.’ Sure enough, I found one on my eighth trip around the block.”
Some of us truly can’t resist temptation! We’re all too susceptible to that classic tagline from the potato-chip commercials: “Bet you can’t eat just one!”
Something similar was true of a certain woman named Eve, whose story we think we know well. A garden, a tree, a talking snake and a shiny, red apple. That’s the way the story has come down to us.
The problem is, a lot of other things have come down to us along the way, things that have nothing to do with the story’s meaning to its original Hebrew audience. The story of Eve, the serpent and the garden has become the playground of all manner of creative thinkers, all of whom think they see things that just aren’t there. It’s worthwhile taking a few moments to examine some of these mistaken ideas.

Don’t Blame the Woman
The first of these mistaken ideas is that it’s somehow the woman’s fault because she’s a woman. Unimaginable damage has been done to women over the centuries because some male theologians decided to read this text as proof that women are morally or intellectually inferior to men. For centuries they called women “the weaker sex,” implying that, if only Adam had been around to keep a closer watch on his wayward wife — and do a little mansplaining when necessary — the two of them never would have had to quit that prime piece of real estate.
Which is utter nonsense. Women are every bit the equal of men, when it comes to both intellectual attainment and moral sense. Sometimes they even do better, like knowing when to stop and ask for directions, or not panicking when the TV remote is nowhere to be found.

It Wasn’t a Race that Fell
The second mistake is the idea that as soon as Adam bit into that forbidden fruit, the human race — by some sort of dark magic — experienced a cosmic change of condition known as “the Fall.” Every generation yet to come was doomed to wage a losing battle against sin because Eve boldly plucked that fruit and Adam disobediently ate it.
Well, there is such a thing as sin. No one with any moral sense would deny it. Sin is a terrible curse. It’s something we all experience and struggle against. But did God consign the human race to a perpetual state of sin purely because some prehistoric ancestor pilfered a piece of prize fruit? Of course not! That explanation makes God into a petty, vindictive ruler, with a distinctly stunted sense of justice. That the sins of the fathers — and mothers — are visited on succeeding generations may be a great trope of classical literature, but that doesn’t mean we need to make it a centerpiece of our theology. The hard truth is, we’ve all got plenty of sins for which to repent, and they’re not Adam and Eve’s doing, but ours. We don’t need to import any sins from our ancestors to establish the fact that we need forgiveness, big-time.

It’s Not About Sex
The third mistaken idea is that the temptation in the garden has something to do with sex. This was a big idea in the early Christian church. It was popularized, especially, by one of the greatest theologians of all time, Bishop Augustine of Hippo.
Augustine had a convoluted and very fascinating journey into Christian faith. He became a Christian in midlife and wrote about his conversion in a book called The Confessions of Saint Augustine — which, as far as we know, is the first autobiography ever written. In his early years, Augustine was quite the player (as the saying goes) — so much so, that some today have suggested labeling him a “sex addict.” Augustine did eventually triumph over his tormenting addiction, through prayer and faith in Jesus Christ, but then he turned right around and began to teach that all sin is somehow traceable back to that first sexual act between Adam and Eve. From those very early days until modern times, the church mistakenly taught that the physical love between a man and a woman (even in marriage) is something to be ashamed of.
There’s absolutely nothing about sex in the Genesis text — with the possible exception of that little detail about the man and the woman discovering they’re both naked and covering their privates with fig leaves. Just a few verses before, God created Eve to be Adam’s partner, and Adam exclaims, in delight, “This, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” It’s a clear statement that God intends marriage partners to delight one another on every level.
Why would a single bite out of a piece of fruit change God’s intention so completely? Adam and Eve are “ashamed,” says the Genesis text. They’re ashamed of their loss of innocence, perhaps, or of their disobedience. But they could not be ashamed of the physical relationship for which God has specifically created them, the relationship that is at the heart of every marriage. That was Augustine — a once-promiscuous man who spent the rest of his life as a celibate — reading his own psychological hang-ups back into the story. His view has caused needless guilt for countless generations of Christian couples who are not called to the same celibate path as Augustine.

It’s About Power
What do Adam and Eve do that’s so terrible? The answer lies in that little phrase, “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” Preachers and scholars have debated for centuries over the symbolic significance of that tree and its forbidden fruit (and it wasn’t an apple tree, by the way; nowhere does the Bible say it was). If you refer to it, in shorthand fashion — as many do — as the tree of knowledge, that may lead you to imagine that God maliciously wants to keep humanity in the dark, to keep us from using our full intellectual capacities. But that’s not what it means at all.
The key lies in that little qualifying phrase “of good and evil.” It’s not a tree of knowledge in the general sense; it’s a tree of knowledge of good and evil.
What’s so bad about knowing the difference between good and evil? What’s bad is that this knowledge — defined by the ancient Hebrews in a very particular way — belongs by rights only to the king of Israel, as delegated to him by God.
We’re not talking ethics, here. God’s not bent out of shape because Adam and Eve have developed an ethical sense. God’s angry because Adam and Eve are daring to put themselves in the judgment-seat of God.
That’s what “knowledge of good and evil” means. It’s what a judge needs to know to weigh testimony in a courtroom. The Hebrew word yada, or knowledge, means more than mere cognitive knowledge. It also means an awareness of judgment, of justice. To pursue and claim the knowledge of good and evil means you’re taking on the role of judge, a role that belongs to God alone — except for those occasions when God delegates it to the kings of Israel.
If Adam and Eve aspire to gorge themselves on the fruit of that tree, it means they want to make themselves into little gods. It means they no longer have any need to revere their Creator. The serpent in the story has it exactly right. He explains to Eve that the reason God doesn’t want her to bite into the fruit is because, if she and Adam do so, they “will be like God.” This, of course, is the worst form of idolatry — the desire to assume for oneself the role of a god. The unfortunate Eve buys it hook, line and sinker. Adam, too.
Yet isn’t that what all of us seek to do, in large ways and small, each day of our lives? We turn from the God who created us. We believe we can go it alone in life. We’re like Sam in that little story we started with, driving around the block eight times to snag a divine seal of approval for what he’s already decided to do! We too often work hard to convince ourselves that we know better than God, we’re independent and we can chart our own course.

Rationalization Run Amok
That’s what Eve does, with respect to the fruit of the tree. Listen to what Eve concludes about the fruit, after talking with the serpent: “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate” (Genesis 3:6). Examine that verse carefully and you’ll see three distinct reasons — rationalizations, really — why Eve thinks she can legitimately eat the fruit.
1. The tree is “good for food” — it’s useful, in other words. 
2. It’s “a delight to the eyes” — the tree truly is beautiful. 
3. The tree is “to be desired to make one wise” — it offers the tantalizing promise of wisdom. 
In other words, Eve seeks from the tree utility, beauty and wisdom. 
These are good things, to be sure, but they lead her into sin. Yet isn’t that always the way? It’s not just the bad things that lead us astray; it’s the good things — or, at least, the things that seem to be good.

Utility
The first of these is utility — practical usefulness. When something tempts us, we’re more likely to give into that temptation if we can convince ourselves there’s something useful about it. (“But honey, we really need that second barbecue grill!”)
Utilitarianism is a powerful philosophy, but it can also be ethically blind. Utilitarianism was a school of thought that grew up in England during the 1700s. John Stuart Mill was its chief booster. Mill maintained that just about any ethical decision could be made according to one simple standard: it must bring “the greatest good for the greatest possible number of people.”
That sounds fine on the face of it — but consider the fact that some of the most destructive movements in human history have used a utilitarian argument to justify themselves. The Nazi Party, for instance. Hitler and his cronies were following a particularly rigorous application of Mill’s decision-making standard. You can justify all manner of atrocities against a minority group if you see those actions as leading to a greater quality of life for the majority.
The Nazis were the ultimate utilitarians. Inspired by the now-debunked science of human breeding known as eugenics, they commissioned a leading chemical company to develop the deadly gas known as Zyklon B. The S.S. subsequently used that poison gas to murder millions in the concentration camps. To the Nazis it was useful, but it was also morally reprehensible.

Beauty
The second thing that tempts the woman in the biblical story is the tree’s beauty. Now, our aesthetic sense is a wonderful gift, but it’s a poor guide for ethical decision-making. Each year we’re all treated — or subjected, depending on your point of view — to yet another televised Academy Awards ceremony. All the “beautiful people” of Hollywood revel in their few seconds of fame as they step out of their limousines and parade down the red carpet, illuminated by camera strobes. Cloying TV commentators focus on every aspect of the gowns, the make-up, the coiffures. Beauty — or, at least, a certain understanding of beauty — will be celebrated ad nauseum. Many of these so-called “beautiful people,” with their marital infidelities and conspicuous substance abuse, are in fact anything but beautiful when it comes to their inner lives.

Wisdom
Finally, Eve is led astray by her misjudgment that the fruit of the tree will make her wise. It’s true that we can gain wisdom from making all sorts of decisions — both those that are beneficial and those that bring us pain. Sometimes it’s the lessons our bad decisions teach us that are the most compelling.
	Longtime veterans of 12-step groups come to mind in this regard. Part of working their recovery program is sharing testimony of bad decisions they’ve made over the years, recounting the havoc that filled their lives as a result of drinking or drugs before they got serious about trusting their “higher power.”
Such wisdom is hard-won, indeed. Its personal cost — both for the addict and the addict’s loved ones — is so high, one could legitimately wonder whether anyone would freely seek it. Far better to try to live in naive righteousness, following God’s law, than to experience hard-earned lessons like those!

Those Deadly Rationalizations
The serpent never does lie to Eve. Did you ever consider that? Every word out of his mouth is the truth. But the serpent fails to tell the whole truth. He slices off a carefully selected segment of truth, one calculated to impugn God’s motives, and to puff his listeners up with self-destructive pride.
The very same thing is true of our own inner voices of temptation. Seldom are we tempted by the blatantly bad things of this world. It’s evil masquerading as good that causes the most difficulty. As Philip Dormer Stanhope, Fourth Earl of Chesterfield, wrote back in the 1700s: “Vice, in its true light, is so deformed, that it shocks us at first sight; and would hardly ever seduce us, if it did not at first wear the mask of some virtue.”
That process by which we turn vice into virtue, in our minds, is called “rationalization.” It’s the same process Eve goes through as she ponders whether to disobey the Lord and bite into the forbidden fruit. When Eve manages to convince herself that the tree is useful, beautiful and a source of wisdom, then she’s able to do what would otherwise be unthinkable.
Think about all those rationalizations and how easy they are to deploy in the service of sin:
· “I’m not committing adultery; I’m just finding the love I need.”
· “I’m not living a greedy lifestyle of over-consumption; I’m just pursuing the American dream.”
· “I’m not hurting anybody when I cheat my customers; I’m just following the laws of the marketplace.”
· “I’m not abusing my child; I’m just enforcing discipline.” 
Rationalizations can be deadly.
But here’s some good news. There’s a way out. It’s called grace. Just when we recognize temptation for what it is and acknowledge we can’t beat it on our own, God enters in and gives us what we need to prevail. It’s all a matter of whom we trust. Trust ourselves alone, and we go down in flames. Trust God — the author of grace — and we find, more often than not, the strength we need to resist temptation and live a godly life.
As Jesus says to Satan at the conclusion of his final temptation in today’s gospel lesson, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve God alone” (Matthew 4:10). God alone — that’s what we need to get through any temptation.
—Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 32
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What Saps Your Strength? The psalmist says, “[M]y strength was dried up as by the heat of summer” (v. 4). He’s on to something. Perhaps nothing saps a person’s strength like working in the hot summer sun. Perhaps you can recount such an experience from your own life. Then pose the question about other possibilities: “What other things take every last ounce of energy right out of you?” Walking five miles through knee-high snow. Digging post holes for a new fence. You can cite research that suggests stress is a huge energy-zapper. But the psalmist has another idea. He argues that his exhaustion stems from one thing: unforgiven sin — in other words, a ruptured relationship with God. We all have experienced fractured relationships. We know how exhausting it is to be out-of-sync with those we love. The psalmist’s relationship with God is so close that when he withholds the confession of his sin, it just eats him up. You can take it from there.
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 32 is a composite psalm, composed of elements drawn from the traditions of lament (vv. 3-4), wisdom (vv. 1-2, 8-10) and praise psalms (v. 11). As a composition, it doesn’t rank among the finest in the Psalter because it lacks logical and graceful movement and treads heavily on well-worn conceptual paths.
The voice and perspective switch somewhat erratically throughout the psalm. The opening (vv. 1-2) and penultimate verse (v. 10) are in the impersonal third person with no addressee; the first half of the middle (vv. 3-7) is the psalmist addressing God; the second half of the middle (vv. 8-9) is the deity, presumably, addressing the individual; and verse 11 is the psalmist addressing the righteous and upright in heart. The psalm is a pastiche, unified by the general theme of sin and forgiveness.
Traces of the wisdom tradition in the psalm are found not only in the obvious references to instruction, counsel and understanding (vv. 8-9) but also in the somewhat unusual psychological insight into the effects of unconfessed sin (vv. 3-5), the truly distinctive element in this psalm. Although the Hebrew Bible contains numerous references to the sometimes-onerous burden of the divine presence (“your hand was heavy upon me,” v. 4; cf. similar sentiments, sometimes with the same general language, in 1 Samuel 5:7; Jeremiah 45:3; Job 23:2), the difference here is that the purpose of the burden is to press a confession out of the sinner for the sinner’s ultimate benefit. That the psalmist recognizes this inner dynamic displays a kind of psychological roundedness not often found in the Hebrew Bible.

Romans 5:12-19
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Free Gift. The expression “free gift” occurs five times in this text. It’s obviously an important concept to the apostle Paul. “Free gift” might seem redundant. But, as you know, some free gifts are not that free. They come with strings attached. You’d better read the fine print. It’s a free gift, but you have to open a checking account with a $2,000 minimum deposit. It’s a free gift, but you have to order a two-year subscription to get it. It’s a free gift, but you’re expected to give something in return. But this gift Paul speaks of is truly free. Talk about this gift. Explain that it comes “in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ,” that it comes despite our many wrongs, and that it is, in fact, the “free gift of righteousness” — a repaired relationship with God through Jesus Christ.
What Does the Text Say?
This passage compares and contrasts the exponential effects of “the transgression [parabasewV] of Adam” with Christ’s “free gift of righteousness” (vv. 14, 17, respectively). The passage immediately follows Paul’s a fortiori line of reasoning that even “while we still were sinners Christ died for us” (vv. 6-11, cf. esp. vv. 8-10).
By means of Adam’s transgression, a lethal virus infected our world and caused a devastating disease with far-reaching deleterious consequences. This virus introduced “sin [h amartia]” and “death,” and, by the act of that one man, “death spread to all because all have sinned” (v. 12). Yet God in his mercy did not keep a ledger of sin because “sin is not reckoned when there is no law” (v. 13; cf. Romans 4:15).
Rather than keep an accounting of sin, and despite a multiplication of sin once the law came (cf. Romans 5:20), God chose to act to overturn “the effect of the one man’s sin” (v. 16). In contrast to Adam’s “one trespass,” which “brought condemnation” and produced a pandemic of death, God’s “free gift in the grace of one man, Jesus Christ … following many trespasses brings justification” (vv. 15-16). More than that, God’s provision “of grace and the free gift of righteousness” was and remains his promise that believers will “exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ” (v. 17; cf. v. 21).
In summary, Paul declared that “just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all” (v. 18). For it was “by the one man’s disobedience [parakohV] the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience [upakohV] the many will be made righteous” (v. 19). Grace indeed.

Matthew 4:1-11
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Four-Minute Temptation. Jesus’ temptation lasted most of 40 days. “Forty” was a number commonly used to denote any long period of time. Thus, the Israelites sojourned for 40 years in the wilderness; Moses stayed alone on Mount Sinai for 40 days and 40 nights; Elijah took 40 days to complete his journey to Mount Horeb (Exodus 34:28; Deuteronomy 9:9, 18; 1 Kings 19:8). Here’s the deal: Is there anyone alive on the planet who could resist four hours of temptation, let alone 40 days of continuous temptation? Isn’t it true that most of us, subjected to four minutes of temptation, may likely succumb? How long can we last? What temptations do we face today? What are the things, which if we do, disconnect our relationship with God? How can we learn to resist the four-minute temptation?
What Does the Text Say?
In Matthew’s rendition of the temptation material, the real focus of these challenges to Jesus is found in the baptism event that immediately precedes today’s reading. Following his baptism, Jesus is immediately led into the wilderness “by the Spirit,” not for a few quiet days of rest and reflection but so he might “be tempted by the devil” (v. 1).
As the devil tries to sabotage the unique quality of the relationship between God and his Son, he begins with a seemingly small, even innocuous test of Jesus’ power. What is so wrong about Jesus miraculously transforming stones into bread, as the devil requests? The problem, the temptation offered here, is if he would override God’s will by creating bread in this wilderness, Jesus would participate in an act of willful disobedience against God.
In the second trial, the devil takes Jesus to the “holy city,” a common synonym for Jerusalem. The devil carefully sets Jesus “on the pinnacle of the temple.” Once again, Jesus refuses to take the devil’s bait, this time offering words from Deuteronomy 6:16 to denounce the tempter’s suggestion.
The final temptation the devil offers is the most recognizably messianic of these three tests. Feeding himself and taking a grandstanding high dive off the temple would serve only to call attention to his own needs. But if the devil could really offer Jesus the keys to secular power, the dreams and ideals of a redeemed and rejuvenated relationship between Israel and God might be achieved here on earth, in Jesus’ own day. But to gain this secular power, the devil insists Jesus must acknowledge and worship the devil’s self-proclaimed pre-eminence in this world.
As before, Jesus utterly rejects this satanic offer by squashing him with a biblical word that directly informs the assertion Jesus quotes from Deuteronomy 6:13, that we must worship and serve only God.
In the face of this rebuke, the devil leaves, and the promised angels of Psalm 91:11 swoop in to minister to the needs of the tired, hungry Jesus. This temptation narrative foreshadows the whole of Jesus’ ministry by indicating that to remain obedient, this Messiah must claim the way of humility, service and suffering.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

	When we are subject to Satan’s chosen ideas and images, he can take a holiday. Satan did not hit Eve with a stick, but with an idea. It was with the idea that God cannot be trusted and that she must act on her own to secure her well-being.
	Here is the basic idea behind all temptation: God is presented to our minds as depriving us of what is good (or at least of what we want) by His commands, so we think we must take matters into our own hands. 
—Dallas Willard, “The Gospel of the Kingdom and Spiritual Formation,” in The Kingdom Life: A Practical Theology of Discipleship and Spiritual Formation, Alan Andrews, ed. (NavPress, 2016), 51-52.

##

	Knowing something or somebody isn’t the same as knowing about them. More than just information is involved. When you are a knower, you don’t simply add to your mental store and go your way otherwise unchanged. To know is to participate in, to become imbued with, for better or worse to be affected by. When you really know a person or a language or a job, the knowledge becomes part of who you are. It gets into the bloodstream. That is presumably why the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was the one tree Adam and Eve were warned to steer clear of.
	When in their innocence they knew only good, they could be only good. As soon as they knew evil too, a whole new glittering vista opened up before them. Next to obedience appeared the possibility of disobedience; next to faithfulness, faithlessness; next to love, lust; next to kindness, cruelty; and so on. Even when they chose the good way, their knowledge of the evil way remained as a conscious and by no means unattractive alternative, preventing them except on the rarest occasions from being good wholeheartedly. And when they chose the evil way, their knowledge of good tended to turn even the sweetness of forbidden fruit to ashes in their mouths. Thus, they became the hapless hybrids their descendants have been ever since. It was the curse God had tried to spare them. The serpent did its work well.
	According to Thomas Aquinas, God can know evil by pure intelligence without becoming tainted by it the way a doctor can know the nature of disease without becoming diseased. Humans, on the other hand, not being pure intelligences but creatures of flesh and blood inhabiting a world of space and time, can know only through the likes of experience, experiment, will, and imagination, and once they start knowing evil that way, the fat is in the fire.
—Frederick Buechner, Beyond Words: Daily Readings in the ABCs of Faith (HarperOne, 2004), 214-215.

##

	After creating heaven and earth, God created Adam and Eve. And the first thing God said was: “Don’t.”
	“Don’t what?” Adam replied.
“Don’t eat the forbidden fruit,” God said.
	“Forbidden fruit? We got forbidden fruit? Hey Eve! We got forbidden fruit!”
	“No way!”
	“Yes way!”
	“Don’t eat that fruit!” said God.
	“Why?”
	“Because I am your parent and I said so!” yelled God, and then mumbled, “Why didn’t I stop after making the elephants?”
	A few minutes later, God saw Eve and Adam having an apple break. “Didn’t I tell you not to eat the fruit?”
	“Uh huh,” Adam replied.
	“Then why did you?”
	“I dunno,” Eve answered.
	“She started it!” Adam said.
	“Did not!”
	“Did too!”
	“DID NOT!!”
	Having had it with the two of them, God’s punishment was that Adam and Eve should have children of their own. Thus, the pattern was set, and it has never changed. But there is reassurance in this story: If God had trouble handling children, what made you think it would be a piece of cake for you?
—Patrick McCorkle, shared on Ecunet by Ralph Milton, January 2001. No longer available online.

##

[Walter Wangerin Jr. once published this outline on his website, comparing this Sunday’s Genesis lesson with the gospel lesson, the temptation of Jesus in Matthew 4:1-11. It is no longer available online.]
Myth: And so the forces for good and for evil collide. Christ the protagonist, the divine hero, engages the supreme antagonist, the devil, and the mighty, universal conflict begins.
Story: two stories, actually, one in Genesis (the first reading for this Sunday), the other in Matthew. Watch the parallels in both (the temptations of the antagonist), and the differences with which each protagonist meets the tempter.
The first tale:
a. Humanity is the protagonist in the person of Eve.
b. That she is alone puts her in the way of danger. 
c. The Tempter challenges the word of God: “Did God say …?”
d. The Tempter will, in the end, look for an act that manifests her separation from the word, and from the God who spoke it. She will take of its fruit and eat.
e. She chooses to answer in her own (human) words and herself undermines the sufficiency of the word of God: “Neither shall you touch it.” Her personal addition to the divine prohibition (a kind of a childish whining: “You never let me have anything”) prepares her to hear the universal lie:
f. “You shall not die.” God wants no other gods around. That lie, should she believe it, turns God into humanity’s (the Protagonist’s) antagonist!
g. She believes it and humanity begins its long dying.
The second tale:
a. Jesus is the protagonist, the tempter, the antagonist
b. That he is alone puts him in the way of danger
c. The Tempter challenges the word of God: See 3:17 and the Voice whose words are, “This is my son. …” Three verses later: “If you are (what God said) the Son of God.”
d. The Tempter looks for an act that manifests his separation from the word, and from the God who spoke it. “Command these stones to become loaves of bread.”
e. He chooses to answer not in his own words but in the words of Scripture (in God’s words). Even so does he refuse to manifest a separation, but rather to manifest an intimacy. He did not take or eat. Moreover, his answer is a direct hit at the Tempter’s effort to implant doubt: “We live … by every word … from the mouth of God.”
f. By his choosing always to respond with God’s word and not his own, the protagonist becomes (for now) proof against the following blandishments of his antagonist.
g. But dying begins nonetheless: his dying for the sake of humanity, suffering still its long dying.

##

	Tall, straight-limbed and powerfully built, with broad noses and unsloped foreheads, Adam and Eve began their evolution between 300,000 and 200,000 b.c.e. as the final branch in the human family tree. Their ancestors trudged out of Africa roughly 100,000 years ago, at a time when the Sahara was not the empty barren it is today but a land of generous lakes and lush vegetation. They crossed the Arabian Peninsula in waves, fanning north across the Central Asian steppes, east into the Indian subcontinent, across the sea to Australia, and west over the Balkans, until they reached southern Spain and the edge of Europe. …
	Adam is a hunter, so when you picture him, picture a javelin at his side, a mammoth’s fur split and draped across his shoulders. His transformation from prey to predator has left behind a genetic imprint, an instinct for the hunt. He can track an animal over seasons, patiently waiting for the right moment to strike in a blur of violence. When he kills, he does not tear into the meat and devour it on the spot. He brings it back to his shelter to share with his community. …
	Eve, too, is a hunter, though her weapon of choice is not a javelin but a net, which she has spent months, perhaps years, weaving out of delicate plant fibers. Crouched on the forest floor in the dim early light, she carefully sets her snares along the mossy surface and waits patiently for a hapless rabbit or fox to step into them. Meanwhile her children scour the woods for edible plants, unearthing fungi and roots, scooping up large insects and reptiles to bring back to camp. When it comes to feeding the community, everyone has a role.
	The tools Adam and Eve carry are made of flint and stone, but these are not simple gadgets gathered from the ground and easily discarded. They are part of a permanent repertoire: durable and intricately cast; made, not found. … Such things are precious to them; they set them apart from the rest of their community. When one of them dies and is buried in the ground, these objects will be buried, too, so the deceased can continue to enjoy them in the life to come.
	There will be a life to come, of that Adam and Eve are certain. Why else bother with burial? They have no practical reason to bury the dead. It is far easier to expose the bodies, to let them decay out in the open or be stripped clean by the birds. Yet they insist on interring the bodies of their friends and family, on shielding them from the ravages of nature, on according them a measure of respect. They will, for example, deliberately pose the corpse, stretching it out or curling it into fetal position, orienting it toward the east to meet the rising sun. …
	Where they got this idea we do not know. But it is essential to their awareness of themselves. Adam and Eve seem to know intuitively that they are embodied souls. It is a belief so primal and innate, so deep-rooted and widespread, that it must be considered nothing less than the hallmark of the human experience.
—Reza Aslan, God: A Human History (Random House, 2017), chapter 1.
Full chapter may be read here: http://www.randomhousebooks.com/books/246531/.
Retrieved September 9, 2022.

##

	One of the most compelling stories of Nathaniel Hawthorne is called “Young Goodman Brown,” the story of a young preacher from Salem Village who has an eerie meeting with the devil himself. Deep in the darkness of the forest the devil appears and he says, “Lo, there we stand, my children, depending upon one another’s hearts, ye had still hoped that virtue was not all a dream. No you are undeceived. Evil is the nature of humankind. Evil must be your only happiness. Welcome again, my children to the communion of your race.” You are doomed, you belong to me.
	This encounter with the evil within the human heart, Hawthorne describes, had such an impact on the young preacher that “a stern, a sad, a darkly meditative man, a distrustful, if not desperate man did he become” from that night’s meeting.
	So we face up to the dark side of our human hearts, to our weakness when tested. And what’s our reaction? How are we changed? Do we too face the rest of our lives with sadness, distrust and desperation? Thank God I am not Goodman Brown! Nor are you. In the face of temptation, and our weakness, we can still face the future with trust and hope, and even joy as we look with anticipation for our day and our week to unfold. I do so in faith, faith in a loving Lord, the same Lord who defeated the tempter in the desert. I am not alone. Yes, we hear in the Epistle of John, “He who is in me is indeed greater than he who is in the world.” The Spirit of the Lord is in me and in you. Take heart in that.
—The Rev. Michael J. Fish, “Victory Over Temptation,” Day1.org.
https://day1.org/weekly-broadcast/5d9b820ef71918cdf2002532/victory_over_temptation.
Retrieved September 9, 2022.

##

	Dear Adam,
	Well, here it is Lent again. Folks are going to read a story about us from the book of Genesis (2:7-9, 3:1-7). This story, like a lot of other ones about us, really gravels me. It makes you and all the guys in your end of the gene pool look swell. But it’s done a real number on me and the women I stand for. And the rap this story laid on snakes? 
	Well, let’s not even go there.
	Anyway, I wanted to write you an open letter to set the record straight. I know I have not written in ages. But life has worn me pretty thin since God kicked us out of the Garden. Still, I’ve gotten by, even had a couple of nice jobs. Maybe you’ve seen me around — Mother Earth, Lady Wisdom, Dame Fortune.
	Original Sin
	Well, enough about me. Let’s talk about original sin. You know, I’m really fed up taking all the blame for what happened in the Garden. What I did, I did for us. For you, really. I wanted you to know the difference between good and evil. But the way you spun the story, I end up taking the fall. I’m the Temptress, the Weaker Sex, the Little Woman. 
	That’s demeaning enough. But you and your pals brag how you want to protect us “Temptresses” from ourselves and from the world. So you toss off that limp line about women’s place being home in the kitchen, bare-foot and pregnant. 
	Our Dignity
	The way you tell the story, we lost our dignity. Sure we put on some clothes after we discovered we were naked. But I don’t remember being ashamed of my body and its sexuality. But that’s the twist the story took. I recall hearing God say that every created thing was good. Guess even that changed. Whether you intended it or not, your story ended up stereotyping, even demonizing females. It made sexuality and procreation sound like dark secrets and childbirth a punishment.
	Gee, Adam, I wonder why I don’t feel much like a partner these days? Some time let’s talk about this too — how women were demonized, and then how they were exploited when you guys created a whole class of women sex workers you labeled “sluts,” “prostitutes,” and “whores.” Maybe we could even talk about how you guys use these sex workers but call yourselves “jocks,” “studs,” and “Lotharios.”
	Our Boys
	I’ve heard that our boys did not turn out so well. I suppose we could have been better parents. Who couldn’t? But we taught them as best we knew. And how could we have known that Abel would make Cain jealous and that Cain would murder his own brother Abel? Looking back, I’ve often wondered what would have happened if we had had a couple of girls instead of two boys.
	Well, Adam, it’s time to sign off. I have to clock in at work. 
Your friend,
	Eve.
—Robert Hodgson, “An Open Letter to Adam,” in the “For Ministry” e-newsletter, March 2001. No longer available online.

##

COMMENTARY 
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Today’s reading, two excerpts from the second creation story in the book of Genesis, recounts what has been known for many centuries in Christian theology as the Fall. This description, distinguished by its antiquity, is nowhere in the story itself, nor is it found explicitly anywhere else in the OT or NT. The idea (as opposed to the term), very broadly suggested, appears in Paul (Romans 8:20-23, written around A.D. 56) and is developed more extensively in Christianity than in Judaism by such thinkers as Irenaeus (c. A.D. 130-202) and especially Augustine (A.D. 354-430).
In its literary setting, the event described in today’s reading marks the first instance of what will become one of the two most prominent ideas in the Bible, namely, the human habit of sin. (The other most prominent biblical idea is God’s efforts at redemption.) Today’s story contains the five elements that will reappear in virtually all the remaining biblical accounts of sin: (i) the occasion for sin; (ii) the prohibition; (iii) the temptation; (iv) the sinful act; and (v) its consequences.
The two verses excerpted from Genesis 2 are provided by the editors of the Revised Common Lectionary as explanatory introduction to the willful act of disobedience that follows in chapter 3. The use of the compound divine name “LORD God,” which occurs only in the second of the two creation stories (Genesis 2:4b–3:24), has been understood by scholars since the 19th century to indicate that this narrative comes from the earliest of the four Pentateuchal sources, the Yahwist, who compiled his epic from oral traditions circulating in Jerusalem perhaps around 960 B.C. The precise significance of this combination of southern and northern traditions is not now known, although it has been suggested that the Yahwist’s (southern kingdom) redaction of Elohist (northern kingdom) material into a unified narrative was an attempt to hold a precarious alliance together around a shared faith.
Today’s story opens with the notice that the deity places the first human being in the garden planted earlier in the story by the deity (2:8). The location of the creation of the first human being is not specified (2:7), nor is there any indication of the time frame between the earthling’s creation and his being deposited in the garden of Eden. (On the rendering of Hebrew ’adam as “earthling,” see E. A. Speiser, Genesis [Anchor Bible 1; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1962], 16.) The point is the gracious act of the deity in providing not just arable land (as the Hebrew word ’adamah suggests) but rather a paradisiacal existence for God’s human creature.
And paradisiacal it is, as the Hebrew word for garden used here, gan, is translated by the Septuagint (the Greek translation made from the 3rd century B.C. to c. 132 B.C.) with the word paradesos, which emerges many centuries later in English as “paradise.” The positive connotations are not accidental, as the Hebrew word does not denote a simple vegetable patch, but rather a park-like enclosure resembling an herb garden with an orchard of fruit and nut trees.
The garden is well watered, as the list of rivers in 2:8-14 indicates (with only the Tigris and the Euphrates being historically identifiable), which allows the garden to be cultivated, which is the reason given for the man being put in it: “to till it and keep it” (v. 15).
A radical ecological perspective is concealed in this innocuous-sounding notice. The Hebrew word translated “till” is in fact the ordinary Hebrew word ’avad, which means “to serve.” The human being’s divinely intended purpose is not to master creation, nor even to enjoy it, but rather to serve it. In the pre-industrial world of the book of Genesis, the essential embeddedness of humans as part of creation, with the unique ability to exercise dominical stewardship on behalf of the deity, would have seemed far less a radical tree-hugging idea than it seems to modern hearers and readers.
The divine command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (vv. 16-17) is given only to the man, the woman not yet having been created (which happens in v. 22). When today’s reading resumes (3:1-7), the woman, rather than the man, will be engaged in a battle of wits and wills with a talking snake.
The snake is introduced abruptly as being “more crafty” than all the other wild animals (3:1). The common English practice (followed, for example, by NRSV, NIV, ASB) of referring to this creature as “serpent” is a mild example of “Biblisch” (or “Bible-speak”), since “serpent” fell out of common use at least a generation ago as the name for the reptile most English-speakers today know as a snake. The text uses the common Hebrew word for snake, nachash, and there is no suggestion in the text that the snake in the garden is in any way exceptional vis-à-vis its species, or that it is to be understood as Satan or the devil or anything other than the ordinary reptile by that name (a point made already in the 17th century, according to Voltaire, by the Dutch minister Balthasar Bekker). The Hebrew word translated by NRSV as “crafty” (“shrewd” by JPS, “subtle” by KJV, “sneaky” by CEV and other possibilities) is a pun on the Hebrew word for naked that occurs in the preceding verse. Although there is considerable uncertainty about the verbal roots underlying the posited adjectival forms, all three Hebrew roots connote exposure, being laid bare or stripped. One scholar, attempting to capture the pun in English, has suggested in unpublished communication to translate the verses “And the man and his wife were both bare. … Now the serpent was more barefaced than. …”
When the snake challenges the woman’s understanding of the prohibition concerning the forbidden fruit, her responses apparently reflect what she has been told about the fruit by the man. Whether her exaggeration in verse 3 is deliberate, a mistaken recollection or a faithful repetition of what she was told is left ambiguous by the narrative.
Scholars have long noted the parallel between this passage and a similar passage in the Mesopotamian epic of Gilgamesh (18th century B.C.; passage 11.287-89) in which a snake steals from Gilgamesh a plant that confers immortality.
In one of the earliest English translations of the Bible to draw from original Hebrew and Greek texts, William Tyndale (c. 1494-1536) attempted to capture the force of the Hebrew verbal construction in 3:4 (infinitive absolute plus inflected verb of the same root) with the colorful, “Thus ye shall not dye.” The emphatic force of the construction is commonly rendered today by “Indeed.”
Despite centuries of misogynistic interpretation (see, for example, the chapter notes in the Geneva Bible of 1599, as well as the less offensive but still inaccurate statement in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary [p. 12] that “the woman eats and persuades her husband to eat”), today’s passage nowhere states or implies that the woman was in any way responsible for her husband’s disobedience. Such interpretations have implicitly overlooked or explicitly ignored the clause in 3:6, “who was with her,” referring to the man. It is extremely unlikely that the narrator intended to convey by this brief notice the idea that the man was with the woman only after her exchange with the snake. A much more natural reading of the Hebrew (which is simply a preposition with a pronominal suffix) is that the man was with the woman during her exchange with the snake — but said and did nothing. By this reading, the snake did not seduce the woman who then seduced the man; both the man and the woman were seduced by the snake, but only the woman offered resistance.
The passage concludes (v. 7) with the dolorous fulfillment of the snake’s fourfold prediction: (i) the eyes of the woman and the man are opened; (ii) they now know good and evil, as evidenced by their sense of shame; (iii) in their development of conscience, they have now become like God and are no longer like other living creatures; and (iv) they do not immediately die.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Hold up a piece of chocolate and ask the children if they would like to eat it. Agree that chocolate tastes good, and it can be safe for people to eat. Then ask them if you should give chocolate to a dog or a cat. No! Explain that chocolate can be poisonous to a pet and can make them very sick. Put down the chocolate and say that there are many things in life that seem good to us, but can also cause harm. Tell the story of Adam and Eve and how God told them to eat the fruit of all the trees in the garden of Eden except for one: “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (v. 17). Hold up the candy bar and say that the fruit of this tree was like chocolate for a dog or a cat. Ask the children to name some things that look like fun to them but can be dangerous. You might suggest things like playing in the street, running inside or jumping on beds. Point out that the rules their parents give them are all designed to keep them safe and happy, just like the rules in the Bible are meant to keep us all safe and happy. Talk about one of the rules that Jesus gives us: “Do to others as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6:31). Ask them how this rule keeps them out of trouble. Say that not everything we eat or drink or do is good for us, just like it is not good to give chocolate to a pet, but if we follow the rules of God, we will be safe and happy.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Lent
One: Unstop our ears,
All: Lace up our shoes,
One: Open up our hearts,
All: Turn our faces toward God,
One: For the Lenten journey begins.
All: To listen to the voice of Jesus,
One: To walk the narrow path of discipleship,
All: To trust our depths to the forgiving love of God,
One: To direct our attention to heaven’s song,
All: The eternal melody of love.

Prayers — General
Lord, we have heard this ancient story,
that comes from a place deep down in the traditions of your people.
It’s a family story, brimming with grief and love and hunger.
In it, we see our own deepest desires and most painful frustrations.
In it, we see ourselves, in all our complexity.
Forgive us when we fail to live lives of faithfulness and trust.
Help us to know, always, that there is a way back from any moral failure:
a way that passes by the cross of Jesus,
that One who was tempted as we are, but without sin. 
Amen.

Benedictions — General 
May the Creator and Ruler of this earth protect you.
May every breath of air you take refresh you and fill you with zest for living.
May the love of God and neighbor burn like a fire in your bones.
May the Word of God keep your soul watered, growing good fruit for God’s harvest.
For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Abide with Me
If Thou But Suffer God to Guide Thee
Eternal Lord of Love, Behold Your Church
Worship and Praise* 
Lord, I Need You (Maher)
The Lord’s Prayer (Hillsong Worship)
Graves into Gardens (Elevation Worship/Lake)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
First Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Psalm 32
Romans 5:12-19
Matthew 4:1-11
