
LENT 1, FEBRUARY 22, 2026
St. Timothy Lutheran Church, Portland, OR
THE LESSONS: Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7; Psalm 32; Romans 5:12-19; Matthew 4:1-11
THE SERMON: Does the Devil Make Me Do It… ?
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
INTRODUCTION:
Have you ever had one of those weeks where it felt like the universe was personally out to get you? I remember a particularly rough patch early in my ministry in Milwaukee, WI. I was frustrated, stressed, and probably not acting like the "man of God" I was supposed to be. A member of the congregation noticed. After the service, she didn’t offer a critique; she just handed me a folded slip of paper. I opened it, and it was a prayer: “Dear God, so far today, I’ve done all right. I haven’t gossiped, I haven’t lost my temper, I haven’t been grumpy, nasty, or selfish. But in a few minutes, God, I’m going to get out of bed... and from then on, I’m probably going to need a lot of help. Amen.”
It’s funny because it’s true. Most of us are saints while we’re asleep! But the moment our feet hit the floor, the "real world" starts. We make a wisecrack that hurts a spouse’s feelings. we get cut off in traffic and suddenly our "Christian vocabulary" disappears. We have good intentions but, as the old saying goes, “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.” And when we take that road, we don’t want to take the blame. We want a scapegoat. We want to channel that 1970s comedian Flip Wilson and shout: “The Devil made me do it!” But as we enter this first Sunday of Lent, our scriptures suggest something a bit more complex—and a lot more hopeful.
Genesis 2:15-17: The Tree of "I Know Better"
Our lesson in Genesis points us to what Christians call "Original Sin." Usually we think of that sin as eating that apple. But if I’m being a bit of a heretic this morning, I’ll tell you: I don’t think the fruit was the main problem.
The real "Original Sin" was the desire to be like God. The serpent didn’t force Eve to eat the fruit. He just whispered a suggestion: "You will be like God, knowing good and evil." Adam and Eve didn’t want a snack; they wanted control. They wanted to be the judges of their own lives.
And doesn’t that sound familiar? We live in a world where everyone wants to be the judge. We label people instantly: liberal or conservative, woke or anti-woke, red or blue. We’ve lost the ability to say “Let’s talk" or "Let’s compromise." We’ve decided that our opinion is the divine truth, and anyone who disagrees is "evil."
When Adam and Eve reached for that fruit, I really don’t think that God was "ticked off." I think God was heartbroken. Because for every choice, there is a consequence. They chose to be in control, they wanted to be like God and the consequence was separation from God—a spiritual death.
Psalm 32: The Heavy Silence of the Soul
The Good News is that God can’t stand being separated from you. Look at Psalm 32. The Psalmist describes what happens when we try to hide our mistakes and "play God" ourselves: "While I kept silence, my body wasted away." Guilt is a heavy backpack. When we refuse to admit we’ve messed up—when we keep blaming "the devil" or our upbringing or our boss—we feel empty and lost. But the moment we stop pretending… the Psalmist says: "Then I acknowledged my sin... and you forgave the guilt of my sin."
God isn’t a cosmic traffic cop waiting to write you a ticket. God is more like a rejected lover. If God had human feelings, God would feel the way I did when Mary Lou and Patty and Brenda rejected me in high school and college! God loves us so much that our absence creates a vacuum in the heart of the Divine. Lent is the season where we stop running and let God find us.
Romans 5:12-19: No More Condemnation
Now, some of you might be thinking, "But I know that I’m not perfect. I’m going to trip up again as usual." The Apostle Paul totally understands. This is the man who called himself the "worst of all sinners." In his letter to the Romans, Paul lays out what we call the "Romans Road.” He admits that sin entered the world through one man (Adam), but—and this is the best "but" in history—“but” grace entered the world through one man (Jesus). Many Lutherans get nervous when someone asks, "Are you saved?" We start looking for our confirmation certificates! But Paul is clear: it’s not about how "good" you are. It’s about whose you are. The “Romans Road” shows us the way.
Romans 3:23: We’ve all fallen short.
Romans 5:1: We have peace with God through faith.
Romans 8:1: There is now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus.
You don’t have to prove you’re good enough to be here. You just have to admit you need the "help" that Paul talked about.
Matthew 4:1-11: More Than a History Lesson
In our gospel, Matthew shows us Jesus in the wilderness. This is the ultimate "The Devil Made Me Do It" moment. If Jesus was just a ghost or a "superhero" god, the temptation wouldn't matter. But Jesus was human. He was famished. He was exhausted. He felt the human pull to take the easy way out. The Devil didn’t offer him "obvious" evils; he offered him things that look like good ideas to a hungry, struggling person. He offered him three things we all crave:
Security: "Turn stones to bread. Solve your own problems. Don’t wait on God to provide."
Spectacle: "Jump off the temple! Force God to prove His love. Make everyone applaud your power."
Status: "I’ll give you the kingdoms. You can be the boss. You can finally fix the world on your own terms."
Jesus says "No" to all of it. Why? Because He knew that being "like God" isn't about power, control, or satisfying every physical craving. It’s about trusting in God. Jesus walked the path of temptation so that when we are in our own "wilderness"—when we are tempted to lie, to judge, or to give up—we know we have a Savior who has been there.
The Call and The Challenge: The Kingdom is Ours Forever
Jesus didn't defeat the devil just so we could sit back and relax. Lent isn’t just about "giving up chocolate"; it’s about giving up the illusion that we are in charge. It’s the season to ask: Where am I trying to turn stones into bread? Where am I worshipping the "status" of being right rather than the "grace" of being humble?
The world screams at us to be "little gods" of our own little “bailiwicks,” our self-centered worlds. But as Martin Luther wrote, “Though hordes of devils fill the land... we tremble not.” Why? Because you have the power to choose. The devil can’t make the choice for you. We follow a King who showed us that real power is found in service, not status. You are defined by a God who forgives our need for control and simply wants to bring us home - to be with God.
So, here is your "marching order" for this first week of Lent: When you wake up tomorrow, don't just ask for help to feel better—ask for the strength to act better. Put down the "fruit" of judgment and pick up the "cross" of compassion.
The struggle is real, but the victory is already won. As Martin Luther reminds us in our hymn, even in the face of our greatest battles, the Kingdom is ours forever. God is our Mighty Fortress and a Bulwark never failing. (ELW 504)

Matthew 4:1-11

4
Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 2He fasted forty days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 3The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 4But he answered, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’” 5Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 6saying 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.’” 7Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 8Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor; 9and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.” 10Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’” 11Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.

Commentary on Matthew 4:1-11
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On one level the temptation is a story about Jesus similar to stories of other religious leaders in antiquity, who faced struggles early in their lives and prevailed. At Jesus’ immersion God confirmed him as the agent who would lead a movement towards apocalyptic transformation and the Realm of God. Jesus’ performance in the wilderness shows that he is trustworthy because, empowered by the Spirit, he faced the devil and remained faithful. 
The early twenty-first century is an age of untrustworthy leaders. The preacher might explore the kinds of leaders we can trust in our chaotic moment. Matthew implies criteria by which to make such judgments: trustworthy leaders point to values and practices similar to those of the Realm of God, while untrustworthy leaders advocate attitudes and behaviors that are similar to those of the broken old age.
On another level, Matthew narrates the story of the temptation as a paradigm for the church. Apocalyptic theologians, including Matthew, anticipated a period of intensified suffering in the last days when God and the devil would intensify their conflict. People would be tempted to relieve their uncertainty and suffering by turning away from the values and practices of the Realm of God, and turning to the devil, settling for the present broken state of the world. 
Matthew 4:1-11 is one of many signals in Matthew that the intense end-time suffering is happening. Jesus and the devil come face-to-face. The church must choose: the way of the Realm or the way of the devil. The church should take its model from Jesus and, in the power of the Spirit, live faithfully. Matthew uses the three temptations as models of points at which the church is tempted to turn away from the movement towards the Realm of God and to continue to live in the selfish, violent, self-destructive ways of the old age.
The Matthean Jesus responds to the devil three times by quoting from Deuteronomy, thus invoking the larger Deuteronomic world view. The Deuteronomists wrote in connection with the Babylonian exile to explain that the exile resulted from idolatry, injustice, and other acts of disobedience, and to encourage the community to avoid repeating that scenario by worshiping the living God, practicing justice and being otherwise obedient. The Matthean Jesus assumes similar themes but in an apocalyptic frame of reference: faithfulness leads to the Realm of God but unfaithfulness results in destruction.
Christians often misperceive the first temptation as a choice between the material, physical world, and its values (represented by bread) and the spiritual, nonphysical world and its values (represented by the word of God). However, everyone must have bread and other material goods to live. Jesus replies to the first temptation with Deuteronomy 8:3.
The issue from the standpoint of Deuteronomy is where the community turns for bread and other resources necessary for survival—to idols or to the living God. And the issue is not simply liturgical worship but to living in the ways authorized by the one worshiped. Does the community seek to secure its life by going along with the ways of the present broken age, or by living in the covenantal ways of the Realm?
The second temptation takes place on the pinnacle of the temple, a highly visible place. At issue is the path to the Realm: the movement to the Realm is not the way of dramatic public events designed to call attention to themselves but the way of faithfulness in the face of the devil and the powers of the old age. 
Jesus does perform miracles (noteworthy actions that arrest attention). However, they are not self-serving, nor do they represent God doing something arbitrary, such as sending the angels to pluck a falling Jesus out of the air. The miracles demonstrate the Realm. Matthew 4:7 cites Deuteronomy 6:16, which itself recollects Exodus 17:1–8, when the people did not trust God to provide water in the wilderness. Matthew implies an interpretive move similar to Deuteronomy 6:16; in its context Deuteronomy 6:1–25 warns the community against disobedience and promotes obedience. This means avoiding the cheap path of public exhibitionism and following the difficult way of Jesus towards the Realm. 
The preacher might comment on the importance of interpreting scripture appropriately. In his “On Eagles Wings,” Michael Joncas set the same passage to music that the devil cites, Psalm 91:11–12.1 Joncas intends to reinforce the singers’ confidence in God. Joncas’ hermeneutic is appropriate in contexts in which communities need reassurance. By contrast, the devil’s hermeneutic is inappropriate because it uses the Psalm to violate the purposes of God. 
The Roman Empire is in the background of the third temptation. The devil offers Jesus the leadership of a world whose social structure is a rigid social pyramid with the privileged controlling the resources while repressing the many people in the middle and at the bottom of the pyramid. Rome, like other empires, created idols in its own images to justify its controlling social power. 
The Matthean Jesus rebuffs the above scenario by citing Deuteronomy 6:13: worship God. The God of Deuteronomy is beyond human image and seeks a community whose structures engender mutuality so that “it may go well with you in the land.” Following the “other gods,” led to the defeat of Judah and to exile. The same will be true if the Matthean community compromises with the gods of the Romans and with the exploitative values and behaviors of the empire. 
For Matthew’s congregation, the temptation is to ease one of their tensions by just going along with the Empire and its idolatry and exploitative behaviors. This temptation is before every congregation in the United States—and other places—right now. Deuteronomy reminds the Matthean congregation that yielding to this temptation will set the community a path to destruction. In the day of Deuteronomy, that end was exile. Upping the ante, Matthew anticipated the destruction as an apocalyptic cataclysm. The Matthean Jesus invites the community to an alternative: worshiping God, which means living towards the Realm through love, peace, justice, and abundance for all.
This text sounds one of the major themes of Lent: reflecting on points at which the congregation and culture are moving in the direction of the Realm of God and points at which we are tempted to work against the values and practices of the Realm. When the latter come to consciousness, the traditional Lenten emphasis on repentance is only a prayer away.










Romans 5:12-19
12Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned— 13sin was indeed in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law. 14Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to come. 15But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many. 16And the free gift is not like the effect of the one man’s sin. For the judgment following one trespass brought condemnation, but the free gift following many trespasses brings justification. 17If, because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ. 18Therefore 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. 19For just as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.


Commentary on Romans 5:12-19
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Romans 5:12-21 is a fitting place to start in Lent. Paul reflects on the problem of sin and its answer in God’s grace. At the heart of this passage is Paul’s exploration of both the similarity and contrast between Adam and Christ. I encourage preachers not to run through the gift language, which can seem like rhetorical excess, but to see how Paul uses his terminology to underscore that God’s grace in Christ is given to unfitting recipients.
The problem (5:12-14)
Although there are important interpretive questions in verse 12, the gist is straightforward: every human is trapped by Adam’s sin; all move towards Adam’s fate. In verse 13, Paul introduces the Law: sin existed before the Law, yet God did not hold humans accountable until after the Law was given. Sin, therefore, exists before the Law; it affects those who seek obedience to the Law; and it cannot therefore be the solution to sin. Even before the giving of the Law, the sin-death relationship still held: “death reigned from Adam to Moses” (English Standard Version). In verse 14, Paul sets forth the defining relationship of his argument: Adam is “a type of the one who was to come.” In being the problem, Adam points to the solution. Adam and Christ bear a positive resemblance: both affect all of humanity, but to different ends.
Adam and Christ (5:15-19)
In this middle section, Paul explores the similarity-in-contrast between Adam and Christ: they are two figures, typologically related, who have different effects on humanity. The opening line of 5:15 should likely be read as a question: “But is the gift not like the trespass?” The implied answer is “yes, the two are not alike.” Most commentators agree that “trespass” refers to what Adam did. But the word “gift” (charisma) is a surprising parallel—one might expect a word referring to Christ’s obedience—but there is good reason to read this as a balanced comparison.. Paul’s similar comparisons in 5:18-19 can help to interpret 5:15: Christ’s righteous act, obediently dying on the cross, is his gift. Thus, we see here that the “gift” is like the “trespass” insofar as both refer to what Adam and Christ have done; but they are entirely unlike each other in their results. One brings condemnation and death; the other brings justification and life.
Gift language is plentiful in this passage. Paul speaks of the “free gift” (verses 15, 16), the “grace of God and the free gift by the grace of that one man Jesus Christ” (verse 15); and the “abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness” (verse 17). But this is not mere rhetorical excess. For example, in verse 15 the “grace of God” speaks to God’s gift of Christ (see also Romans 8:32), while “the free gift by the grace” of Jesus refers to the gift of righteousness in Christ’s self-giving. The word translated as “free gift” gets further defined in verse 17 as “the free gift of righteousness.” Thus, righteousness is the gift given in the gift of Christ’s death and resurrection. 
There are, quite literally, gifts within gifts, and Paul is emphasizing the sheer abundance of God’s giving of Christ, Christ’s self-giving, and the life and righteousness found within this grace (see also 3:24). For Paul, God’s grace abounds because it is a gift given precisely to those who are not worthy of it. Verse 16 makes this clear: the judgment declared against Adam’s sin rightly brought condemnation; the verdict fit the crime. However, the “free gift following many trespasses brought justification.” Both judgment and gift come from God, but one comes as a fitting response, the other an incongruous response. Indeed, Paul proclaims, literally, that the gift came “from (ek) many transgressions”—“out of them.” The gift of Jesus is God’s response to sin; it unfolds in the midst of that sin to defeat it, and the gift is given despite its recipients’ unworthiness.
If verses 15-17 showed a similarity-in-contrast, verses 18-19 drive home the stark dissimilarity between Adam and Christ’s actions and effects: as all are condemned and made sinners in Adam, in Christ all are justified.
The reign of grace (5:20-21)
Although these verses are not included in the lectionary reading, they are worth including: they reintroduce earlier themes and drive the Adam-Christ distinction to its climax.
The Law dropped from the scene after verse 13. Paul here reintroduces the Law, declaring that it “slipped in” to “increase the trespass.” Sin came through Adam, but the Law aggravates that sin. For Paul the Law was not the antidote to sin: it gives knowledge of sin (3:20) and sin works death through the Law (7:5, 8-13), but it does not fix sin. What matters most to Paul is that the site of the Law’s aggravation of sin is the very place where “grace abounded all the more.” When Paul speaks of grace abounding in the past tense, he has in mind the death and resurrection of Christ. Adam sinned; all humans are trapped in and participate in sin; the Law intensifies sin; and this is the exact place where God’s grace breaks through to bring eternal life to dying sinners. The old king is displaced and a new regime installed: this King freely gives the gift of righteousness so that all who receive may have eternal life under his reign.
In Romans 5:12-21, Paul portrays the drama of salvation with two main actors. Adam’s disobedience brought sin and death into the world; Christ’s obedience gives righteousness and life to all caught in sin. The Law aggravates sin, setting the quality of God’s grace in stark relief. As already noted, the passage is full of gift-language, because Paul is trying to impress three big ideas on his readers: First, the gift is Christ and is found in Christ (righteousness). God’s grace is not abstract favor but the person and work of Christ for sinners. Second, humans do not receive God’s grace because they were worthy of it; indeed, the gift is entirely incongruous to its recipients, who receive it, because they are sinners in need (see also 5:16). Third, because all of this is true, Paul highlights how excessive the gift is: it must be a truly extravagant generosity that leads to eternal life.






Psalm 32

1Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered.
2Happy are those to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit.
3While I kept silence, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long.
4For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah
5Then I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity; I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,” and you forgave the guilt of my sin. Selah
6Therefore let all who are faithful offer prayer to you; at a time of distress, the rush of mighty waters shall not reach them.
7You are a hiding place for me; you preserve me from trouble; you surround me with glad cries of deliverance. Selah
8I will instruct you and teach you the way you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you.
9Do not be like a horse or a mule, without understanding, whose temper must be curbed with bit and bridle, else it will not stay near you.
10Many are the torments of the wicked, but steadfast love surrounds those who trust in the Lord.
11Be glad in the Lord and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in heart.


Commentary on Psalm 32
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We don’t like to talk about sin. Especially if it means talking about our own sin.1
We would much rather talk about injustice, or evil, or the ways in which another’s sin has contributed to our own brokenness. It’s easier to eschew our own agency and claim victimhood. Because talking about sin is hard. It is hard to acknowledge that there is something wrong with us of which we are the main authors and contributors. It is painful to feel the shame of not measuring up to what we know we should be. It is unsettling to recognize that our thoughts, actions, and behaviors hurt others and contribute to the brokenness of our world. Acknowledging where we have fallen short can be brutally disturbing.
According to the psalmist, however, the alternative is not an especially comfortable place either. To keep silent is to let our sin infest and infect our whole being, compromising the goodness and vitality with which we were created. It is to cede what God intended us to be to our sin and allow it to affect our ability to function and enjoy well-being in this world. The psalmist describes it with images of physical depletion, “my body wasted away … my strength was dried up” (verse 3a, 4b). Sin sucks the life out of the psalmist. The point is that silence about sin, according to the psalmist, can be deadly. It allows sin to fester and spread and ravage like a cancer coursing through the body and mind.
The antidote, the psalmist offers, is confession. Not silence. Not covering up. Not ignoring. But going to that uncomfortable place, facing our sin and shame, and admitting them to God. “Then I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity; I said, ‘I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,’ and you forgave the guilt of my sin” (verse 5). The point here, as the psalmist notes, is not for the confessor to wallow in their failure or feel the shame of their wrong-doing. Rather, it is in confessing our sin that we open ourselves up to the miracle of forgiveness. What is astonishing and remarkable in this psalm is not the confession of the psalmist, but the attentive ear of God who is ready and eager to forgive.
We see this exemplified in the parable of the prodigal son, Luke 15:11-32. While the younger son struggles with how to go home, ashamed of what he has done and embarrassed to face his father again, the father runs out to greet his wayward son before the son says anything. So eager to be reconciled to his son, so ready to forgive, the father couldn’t wait for the son’s confession.
This eagerness to forgive is reflected in the language of the psalm as well. At the beginning of the psalm, the psalmist piles up term upon term to give expression to sin—transgression, sin, iniquity, deceit—four terms used eight different times in five verses. But more prominent than the terms for sin are the expansive and wide-ranging terms used to describe forgiveness.
The psalmist’s sin is forgiven, covered, and not counted against him. The force of these terms is not that the sin is ignored, but that the relational damage resulting from the sin is absorbed by God himself. God doesn’t hold sin against the psalmist and as a result, takes away the guilt and the accompanying shame of the wrong-doing. Restoration of the sinner to God is complete and total.
Some scholars have noted the parallels between Psalm 32 and Psalm 1. Both open with a wisdom saying, “Blessed is the one … ”offering counsel about how to live well in this world. Furthermore, both contrast the way of the righteous and the wicked (32:10-11). The effect of this connection is to put the two psalms in conversation with each other about what it is to be righteous.
In Psalm 1, to be righteous is to mediate on God’s law day and night. Psalm 32, however, adds the important insight that to be righteous is not to be perfect in adhering to that law, but to be forgiven of one’s failings, to open oneself up to God’s gift of forgiveness, to be made right with God, to be credited with righteousness apart from works, as Paul says (Romans 4:6). If to be righteous is to be forgiven our sin, then to be wicked is to remain in sin, to keep silent or hide one’s sin, to refuse to acknowledge one’s sin.
In other words, sin by itself does not necessarily determine one’s status before God. After all, according to Paul, all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). Instead, it is God’s willingness to forgive and our willingness to receive that forgiveness that makes us right before God.
Having received forgiveness himself, the psalmist directs his attention to his audience, instructing them to do the same. “Therefore let all who are faithful offer prayer to you … I will instruct you and teach you the way you should go … Do not be like a horse or a mule, without understanding … ” (verses 6a, 8a, 9a). In other words, the psalmist exhorts his audience—don’t be stubborn about this. Don’t think you can be happy without God. Don’t think you will thrive going your own way. Choose righteousness instead of wickedness. Choose confession and forgiveness over ignoring or hiding sin. Choose relationship with God over autonomy.
This is the ego-bruising work of Lent. Acknowledging that we are not all that God desires us to be, that we have indeed fallen short, that we too are the reason Christ was nailed to a cross. But it is also to rejoice in the truth that we are forgiven, that in Christ, our sins are covered. In Christ, we are a new creation. So, in the season of Lent, let us be counted among the righteous, those who know that yes, we are sinners, but that in Christ, we are forgiven.





Genesis 2:15-17
15The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.
16And the Lord God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 17but 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.”

Genesis 3:1-7
3 Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, 3 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.’ ” 4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die, 5 for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God,[a] knowing good and evil.” 6 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, and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 7 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.


Commentary on Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
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“Janie saw her life like a great tree in leaf with things suffered, things enjoyed, things done and undone. Dawn and doom was in the branches.”
These opening words to the second chapter in Zora Neal Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God1 frame the way that the protagonist sees her life and begins to recount her earliest memories of self-discovery. When I read these words, the trees in the garden of Eden spring to the forefront of my mind. In describing “her life like a great tree,” I immediately think of “the tree of life in the midst of the garden”; and the poetic merisms of “things suffered, things enjoyed, things done and undone. Dawn and doom” conjures the infamous contrast in “the tree of knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:9).
Noting these parallels, I can’t help but think about the fruitfulness (pun intended) of reading the origin story in Genesis 2–3 in dialogue with Hurston’s famous novel. Potential meanings for this Genesis passage abound, and other Working Preacher commentaries (Claassens, Olson, Wines) helpfully disabuse us of several common and sometimes historically dangerous misconceptions. A few (Howard, Lapsley, Yamada) offer very different reflections on how we can make this passage meaningful for preaching. By following the womanist interpretive practice of facilitating a dialogue between a rich artifact of Black women’s legacy and a potent biblical text, I hope we can see another.
In Janie’s contemplation on her own origins, she “decided that her conscious life had commenced” (10) in a new discovery of herself on a spring afternoon in her grandmother’s backyard. While sitting under a pear tree, Janie is “summoned to behold a revelation”: the flies and the flowers with the bees are all a-buzz with a frequency she longs for. She calls it marriage, “[w]ith kissing bees singing of the beginning of the world.” And her sixteen-year-old self, “bursting buds” like the pear tree, struggles as she asks, “Where were the singing bees for her?” (11).
In Genesis 2, the beginning of the world features “The Human” (the literal translation of haʾadam) similarly in a place full of life. Like young Janie, we might imagine the original earthling enraptured by the many trees described as “pleasant to the sight” (2:9) or focused on the central tree that is “a delight to the eyes” (3:6). God knows that this human should not be alone, but none of the animals that God brings forth are deemed a suitable partner (2:18-20). Through the lens of Janie’s longing, we might sit with the frustrations of “The Human” or any person in our congregation who is longing for companionship. The rich language of Janie’s frustration compels me to pause in the moment of unfulfilled partnership rather than immediately proceeding to verse 21 where God will swiftly rectify the situation. Whom might this story speak to if one takes the preaching moment to wrestle with loneliness one might feel in the midst of a multitude of unsuitable solutions?
Hurston describes Janie’s new discovery with the language of vision. Janie emerges from a state of “her former blindness” (11) to re-view a previously uninspiring fellow who now gleamed because “the golden dust of pollen [from the blossoms on the tree] had beglamored his rags and her eyes” (12). The new revelation that Janie underwent in her longing under the pear tree was an awakening to herself as a sexually charged being; and the next thing you know, Janie and this young person are kissing.
Readers of Genesis 2–3 witness no kissing. But many scholars have proposed that the tree of knowledge of good and evil symbolizes a full range of mature knowledge including sexual knowledge. After all, ydʿ, the Hebrew root behind the noun “knowledge,” is commonly employed as a euphemism for sex (Genesis 4:1, 17, 25; 19:5, 8; 24:16; 38:26; et cetera) (hence the English phrase “to know someone in the biblical sense”). When the original humans eat from this tree of knowledge, the first detail is that their eyes were opened so that they now see “that they were naked” and want to cover (3:7) that which originally brought them no feelings of shame (2:25). Like Janie, most of us can attest that our journey of maturation often includes an awakening into recognizing our bodies as sexual; unfortunately, as in the biblical text, this new revelation is too often burdened with shame.
In Hurston’s novel, that new awakening “was the end of her childhood” (12); and the aftermath includes Janie’s grandmother lamenting the oppressive world of adulthood (with racial and gender hierarchies) that she unfortunately must introduce to Janie (14-15). Similarly, the consequences for Adam and Eve are a harsh existence. Just beyond our lectionary verses, biblical authors describe the unsavory norms of painful birth, women desiring the very husbands that rule over them, and men laboring unto death in order to wrestle food from the ground (3:14-19). These troubles come with eating from the tree of knowledge, but also—like the serpent predicted (3:5)—God acknowledges that the humans have become “like one of us [divine beings]” (3:22). Eating from the tree, entering a new state of maturity, is not all bad; it includes some great new things.
Feminist biblical scholars like Lyn Bechtel2 and Ellen van Wolde3 have emphasized the theme of maturity in Genesis 2-3. Even if acquired through disobedience, this exciting and dangerous maturity is necessary for human thriving. Janie recognizes as much in her quest, throughout the rest of Hurston’s novel, to recapture the best of her revelation beneath that pear tree in spite of all the obstacles that come with living in our troubled world. Perhaps seeing Genesis 2-3 as a relatable story of human maturity (including sexual maturity) can open the door for us to engage in complex and formative conversations with both young people entering sexual awareness and adults seeking a fulfilling life. Our biblical text does not provide a roadmap to such difficult discussions, but it can invite us to have the courage to take such a journey.



Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
And, wouldn’t you know it? I have to preach on this Genesis text in which Adam and Eve blame the serpent and each other and tell God as Flip Wilson would say, “The Devil made us do it.” But, what makes this text even more interesting is that our men’s study discussed this in Rabbi Harold Kushner’s book, “How Good Do We Have to Be?” and struggled with some questions of the so-called “Fall of Adam and Eve.” Our men’s group struggled with a lot of questions and we asked why Eve got blamed even though Adam ate of the fruit too. But, one of the things that we men struggled with was Rabbi Kushner’s assertion that maybe God really wanted them to eat of the fruit in order to be fully human. What? God wanted them to eat of that fruit? Kushner asked if being fully human was to just walk and talk with God in blissful communion with God or is it more human to struggle with life’s issues of good and evil? Well, we talked a lot about this but, you know what, none of our brilliant insights changed anything. Adam and Eve ate the fruit, their eyes were opened, and then they still realized they were naked - completely exposed to God.

Psalm 32
Of course, the writers of Genesis 2 probably weren't talking about being without clothes but were talking about being completely exposed before God. As we said in our Confession this morning, “To you (God) all hearts are open, all desires known; from you no secrets are hid…” We are that “naked” before God. God knows exactly what we are like, warts and all and still loves us.  And, because we know that, the psalmist says, “Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. Happy are those to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit.” In other words, “Happy are those who are completely naked before God… completely honest… completely open. But, in contrast, the psalmist says, “While I kept silence, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long. For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.” When we aren’t honest with God, when we try to carry our burdens on our own, when we are silent before God, the psalmist says, “my body wasted away with my groaning…” I think it’s more than my body, it’s my whole being, my thoughts, my feelings, everything seems out of kilter. When I’m silent before God, it seems like all of my troubles and problems and fears scream all the louder and, then, I take my frustration and anger out on others. My separation from God becomes almost hellish. That isn’t what God wants for me. God wants to be in fellowship with me. That’s what the Garden of Eden was about. Adam was in fellowship with God; Adam walked and talked with God; Adam was naked but wasn’t ashamed. That’s what happiness is. That’s what the psalmist is trying so hard to tell us. “Then I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not hide my iniquity; I said, "I will confess my transgressions to the Lord," and you forgave the guilt of my sin…. Therefore let all who are faithful offer prayer to you; at a time of distress, the rush of mighty waters shall not reach them. You (O God) are a hiding place for me; you preserve me from trouble; you surround me with glad cries of deliverance… Many are the torments of the wicked, but steadfast love surrounds those who trust in the Lord.” It is true, isn’t it, that our torments are many when we separate ourselves from God and from each other. 

Matthew 4:1-11
But, in today’s gospel, we find the Spirit separating Jesus from the world and making Jesus vulnerable to be tempted by the devil. Jesus fasted for forty days and nights and, at that point of weakness, his hunger, the tempter came and said to him, "If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” Then, Jesus quotes Deuteronomy, "It is written, "One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.' “ And, even as he says that, we know that Jesus wouldn't use his call to satisfy his own needs but he would feed five thousand when they were hungry and even taught his disciples to pray, “Give us this day our daily bread.” So, Jesus is not the Son of God because he uses his power for himself but for others. Jesus shows that again when the devil places him on the pinnacle of the temple and challenges him by quoting Psalm 91, "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.' " And, Jesus again quotes Deuteronomy, and cleverly asserts that God is the Lord of even the devil when he says, “Do not put the Lord YOUR God to the test.” God is in control, not the devil. God is even Lord over the tempter. And, we see Jesus living this out as he’s challenged time and again by religious authorities and finally when he’s mocked and ridiculed by the Roman guards in Pilates’ courtyard and even by the sign over his head on the cross, “This is the King of the Jews.” In the final temptation, the devil took Jesus to a very high mountain and 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.' “ As smart as Satan is, he has no clue why Jesus is the Son of God. Human beings, like Satan, equate God’s power with the kingdoms of the world but Jesus understood (and, hopefully, we understand) that God’s kingdom isn’t about controlling others but about following Jesus’ path of righteousness so that God’s will is done in the world. But, these wilderness tests weren’t just preparation for Jesus in ministry; we are tempted in the same way. How many Christians were devastated by the results of the presidential election in November? This lesson is challenging them with the question, “Do you really believe God is in control?” And, to those who want to keep out foreigners, “Does God really want the Statue of Liberty to bar the alien and refugee? Doesn’t God want Americans to say, as it has since 1886, ”Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore, Send these, the homeless, tempest tost to me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door”? The temptations of Jesus aren’t just for the Son of God. As the Body of Christ, we are tempted by human need, human safety, and human power. The question is how do we respond? Do we respond for ourselves and our well-being or for God and others?

Romans 5:12-19
Paul figured that the world’s problems came because humans wanted to use force as power but God wanted to use love. When we use force, no one really wins and so everyone loses. Paul understood that death is life without God so he said, “…  death spread to all because all have sinned…” and he concludes, “Therefore 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.” So, Paul saw that Adam and Eve’s desire to be like God, their desire to know good and evil led humanity into this age-old separation from God, this death. But, that isn’t what God wants. God wants us to be reunited with God. Knowing good and evil does not give us the power to judge each other. Knowing good and evil empowers us to love one another. Knowing good and evil means we know only God is absolutely good and humanity, no matter how hard we try, we all fall short of God’s glory. That’s why Paul claims, “If, because of the one man's trespass (because of Adam and Eve’s disobedience), death exercised dominion through that one (couple), much more surely will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.” God’s power is His love for humanity through Jesus Christ. God’s power is greater than all the terrorists combined - Kim Jong Un, Bashaar al-Assad, Vladimir Putin, ISIS, Al-Quaeda, Boko Haram, you name it… Knowing good and evil means that we are to love even those who personify evil for us.

The Call and the Challenge
But, that’s what I’m supposed to say. That’s the Lutheran party line, “We are saved by grace through faith.” But, if you only hear the party line, then you miss the point. That’s why we set aside these forty days in Lent -To transform these words into action. Lent is more than giving up chocolate or eating fish or practicing chastity. Lent is a call for Christians to trust God. All of our lessons tell us that if we want real happiness in this life, it’s to be in relationship with this loving and merciful God. That’s not the Lutheran party line; that’s God’s truth. If you aren’t happy or feel unfulfilled, maybe life isn’t just about you. Maybe life is, as Jesus suggested, seeking God’s kingdom first, then everything else will fall into place. Lent is about allowing God’s will to become our will. Lent is acknowledging we have eaten the fruit and we know good and evil. Jesus showed us that the serpent still tests us. Will we just follow Flip Wilson and excuse ourselves and say, “The Devil made me do it,” or will we do as Jesus did to use this knowledge to love and serve God and others. God has blessed us because we know good and evil and we still have the opportunity to choose…
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