
The Lessons Appointed for Use on the

First Sunday in Lent

Year A

RCL

Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Psalm 32
Matthew 4:1-11

Almighty God, whose blessed Son was led by the Spirit to 

be tempted by Satan: Come quickly to help us who are as-

saulted by many temptations; and, as you know the weak-

nesses of each of us, let each one find you mighty to save; 

through Jesus Christ your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns

with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 

Amen.
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Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7

The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of 

Eden to till it and keep it. And the LORD God commanded the 

man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, 

for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild ani-

mal that the LORD God had made. He said to the woman, “Did

God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of 

the trees in the garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the

fruit of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall 

you touch it, or you shall die.’” But 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.” So when the woman saw that the 

tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, 
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and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took

of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, 

who was with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both were 

opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed 

fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.
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Psalm 32 Page 624, BCP

Beati quorum

1 Happy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, 
and whose sin is put away! 

2 Happy are they to whom the LORD imputes no guilt, 
and in whose spirit there is no guile! 

3 While I held my tongue, my bones withered away, 
because of my groaning all day long. 

4 For your hand was heavy upon me day and night; 
my moisture was dried up as in the heat of summer. 

5 Then I acknowledged my sin to you, 
and did not conceal my guilt. 

6 I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD.”
Then you forgave me the guilt of my sin. 

7 Therefore all the faithful will make their prayers to you in time of trouble; 
when the great waters overflow, they shall not reach them. 

8 You are my hiding-place;
you preserve me from trouble; 
you surround me with shouts of deliverance. 

9 “I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should go; 
I will guide you with my eye. 

10 Do not be like horse or mule, which have no understanding; 
who must be fitted with bit and bridle,
or else they will not stay near you.”

11 Great are the tribulations of the wicked; 
but mercy embraces those who trust in the LORD. 

12 Be glad, you righteous, and rejoice in the LORD; 
shout for joy, all who are true of heart. 
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Matthew 4:1-11

After Jesus was baptized, he 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.” But he 

answered, “It is written,

‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes from the mouth of God.’”

Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on 

the pinnacle of the temple, saying to him, “If you are the Son 

of God, throw yourself down; for it is written,

‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ 
and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, so 
that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’”

Jesus said to him, 

“Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your 
God to the test.’”

Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and 
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showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor;

and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall 

down and worship me.” Jesus said to him, “Away with you, 

Satan! For it is written,

‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only 
him.’”

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and 

waited on him.

6



SERMON

If you haven’t guessed from the readings, we’re going to

talk about temptation this Sunday. A temptation is an unrea-

sonable craving for something which is not good for you. My

friend in Seattle has had great success with a diet similar to

the paleo-diet that’s popular on the west coast. Basically, you

eat food that still looks like it did when it was growing or

alive, avoiding grains and sugar and processed food. She has

done fantastically well, reducing her weight and improving

her lipids. I admire her and want to be just like her when I

grow  up,  should  that  ever  happen.  She  is  so  enthusiastic

about it that Friday evening I decided to try it myself. I lasted

until ten o’clock Monday night when I ate of the forbidden

fruit from the tree of chocolate cupcakes.

My friend thinks that I am addicted to sugar in the same

way people become addicted to heroin or cocaine. She may

be right, but I am convinced that my body is such a contrar-

ian that if I decided not to eat live toads on Mondays Mon-
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days would become a hell of craving for live toads.

So temptations are an unreasonable craving for something

which is not good for us. What does that look like? When I

was  five  or  six,  Dad and I  were  out  in  the  garage  in  the

evening. Dad was assembling a bed, and I was very proud to

be such a big boy that  I  could help.  There was a bed rail

standing in the corner, and I decided to bring it to Dad. Long

story short, it was way too heavy for me to lift. It fell and

crushed my finger, lacerating it badly.  Now...what tempted

me? A desire to be a big boy and to help Dad. Was it unrea-

sonable? Yes, for I was not a big boy. Was it good for me?

No, it ended badly. That’s what happens when we give in to

the temptation to undertake tasks too large for us.

To understand our texts today, then, we have to under-

stand what is being craved and why it is not good for us or

we’ll go completely off the rails and make a religion out of

avoiding live toads. With that in mind, let’s look at one of the

most famous temptation stories in the Bible — the temptation
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of Adam and Eve.  The temptation to which they fell  prey

may not be what you always thought.  It had nothing to do

with apples.

The garden was a simple, uncomplicated place. Adam had

a job:

The Lord God took the man and put him in the 
garden of Eden to till it and keep it. 

And there was only one rule:

And the Lord God commanded the man, “You 
may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you 
shall not eat...”

You would  think that  the  knowledge of good  and evil

would be a desirable thing, would you not? Even more puz-

zling, if Adam did not have the knowledge of good and evil

when God spoke to him, how would he know that it is good

to obey God and evil to disobey? Perhaps there are deeper

waters here than would appear?

Look closely. What is being warned against is eating of

the tree — internalizing the knowledge of good and evil. De-
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ciding that this is good and that is evil carries with it conse-

quences  because  few things  really  are.  Think  of  President

Truman’s decision to deploy atomic bombs against the civil-

ian population of Japan. Was that good or evil? Depends on

whether you were in an airplane or on the ground, doesn’t it?

One who truly knew good from evil would bear the weight of

the world upon his shoulders. Adam isn’t warned against the

tree itself, only of the terrible consequences of setting your-

self  up  as  arbiter  of  good  and  evil.  If  you  entertain  the

thought that a thing is good because you have named it so,

and another  thing is  evil  because you have  named it,  you

have put yourself  squarely on the Judgment Seat  to which

only God is worthy.

Things change pretty radically when we shift our focus to

Eve. The message she got from Adam (there’s no record of

her hearing it directly from God) is different than God’s com-

mand to Adam.

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of 
the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, 
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‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in 
the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, 
or you shall die.’” 

Well,  of  course,  that’s  not  what  God  said  at  all.  God

didn’t say anything about not touching the tree. God warned

against internalizing it by eating of it. This is where the trou-

ble  starts.  There  is  undeniably  evil  in  the  world.  If  God’s

command actually had been not to touch the tree as Eve ex-

pressed it, I suppose we could never approach the question of

good and evil. We would become moral agnostics, but that is

not what God said. God said not to eat of it. That question is

too deep for us. The trouble starts when we imagine that we

can name good and evil  and take  that terrible burden onto

ourselves. Adam’s responsibility to tend the garden presum-

ably extends to a duty to till and tend the tree of knowledge

of good and evil and he would likely touch it in doing so. He

must engage it without internalizing it, for such a diet would

surely kill him. What he told Eve added to God’s word, thus

changing it and ultimately gives the serpent the opportunity
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to convince Eve to eat of the fruit. 

How do we engage God’s  garden without  taking upon

ourselves so poisonous a diet? That brings us back to the two

questions I asked earlier,

Why would God wish Adam to live in ignorance of such 
an important thing? Even more puzzling, if Adam did not
have the knowledge of good and evil, how would he 
know that it is good to obey God and evil to disobey?

 I think the answer is right in front of us. I think the an-

swer is that we should stop weighing the Word of God on the

balance beam of our own flawed ideas of what is good and

what is evil, and simply do what God directs us.  I think we

should obey God because God is God, not because we have

evaluated  God’s  comments  and  found  that  we  agree  with

them, or that they suit some other agenda of our own.

WSAZ reported this week that the Lone Oak First Baptist

Church in Paducah had a “Second Amendment Dinner and

Celebration” during which they raffled off rifles and shotguns

in the church. When questions arose whether this was consis-
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tent  with  the  purpose  of  a  church,  a  spokesman  replied

“Evangelism is risk and we're taking that risk to share the

gospel.” However you may feel about firearms, do you really

believe  that  the  Second  Amendment  to  the  United  States

Constitution is what Jesus had in mind? The church members

had determined that gun ownership is a good thing, so God

must agree with them. They have eaten of the fruit.

We read recently of a pastor in a church that handles snakes

as part of their worship who died after being bitten and refus-

ing medical treatment. The pastor had decided that it was 

good to put yourself in peril to demonstrate that God would 

save him from the consequences of doing a deadly thing just 

to put on a show.  

Jesus said to him, 

“Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your 
God to the test.’”

This church has eaten of the fruit, and brought death upon 

themselves.

The temptation to which Adam and Eve succumbed, the
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temptation to which we are so vulnerable, is the temptation to

decide good and evil  on our own, then represent that  God

agrees with us. We cannot digest the knowledge of good and

evil. It will sicken us. We don’t obey God because, in our es-

timation, it is good to do so. We do so because we recognize

that God is God and we are not. 

The most dangerous thing you can do is to take 
any one impulse of your own nature and set it up 
as the thing you ought to follow at all costs. There
is not one of them which will not make us into 
devils if we set it up as an absolute guide. 1

The trouble starts when we imagine ourselves to be God’s

equal, such that we can digest the fruit of the tree of good and

evil. We’d do better to eat a live toad!

The plans of the mind belong to mortals,
   but the answer of the tongue is from the Lord.
All one’s ways may be pure in one’s own eyes,
   but the Lord weighs the spirit. 
Commit your work to the Lord,
   and your plans will be established. 
The Lord has made everything for its purpose,
   even the wicked for the day of trouble. 2

When we call upon God to validate our ideas of good we
1 Mere Christianity (C. S. Lewis) 

2 Proverbs 16:2
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have eaten of the fruit  and the calamities which spring from

such a mistaken view of God’s creation are endless. We are to

follow the words of God which teach us to love our enemies,

to treat each other with respect, to approach the suffering of

our brothers with compassion  rather than judgment. That is

quite enough for us. Turning our back on these teachings to

involve  ourselves  in  speculations  too  heavy  for  us  is  the

temptation we have been speaking of. 

We know what awaits Jesus at the end of Lent. Pilate will

crucify Him. Pilate will be convinced that he is punishing a

terrorist,  a criminal threatening to the government. He will

think he is doing a good thing or at least a necessary thing.

Are you so much more adept than Pilate?  To think that you

are is to have eaten of the fruit.

AMEN
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets. 

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel 
lessons are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, 
copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the 
National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and 
used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of 
Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2014 J. Stewart Schneider
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