
 1 

Sermon 3 9 14  Lent I 

 OK.  I have to get this out of my system.  Because of the story in our first reading for today 

(Adam and Eve and the Serpent), for CENTURIES, women have automatically been considered 

naturally morally weak, prone to sin, seductresses whose only purpose in life is to seduce men 

into sin, weak vessels, yada, yada, yada.  Now I think there is something in our DNA that 

differentiates between women and men that I would be happy to discuss with you at another 

time, but I it strikes me as more than odd, that for centuries, Eve’s “sin” has been isolated with 

none of the great theologians (most of them male for centuries) apparently ever considering that 

blaming everything on Eve, i.e., Woman, makes Adam, i.e., Man, come off as a complete, gullible 

idiot.  Is no one insulted by that? Imagine the scenario:  “Hey, the snake told me this is really 

tasty and that I’ll be smarter if I eat it.  You should try it too.”  And Adam says, “OK.” Couldn’t he 

have said, “OK. Where’d you get it? Oh, don’t you remember? We’re not supposed to eat from that 

tree!”  Instead he says, “OK – looks good to me!  I’d love to be smarter!” (Apparently he really 

needed to be smarter.) 

I don’t think Eve’s entirely to blame here. 

 Of course this story is most likely a myth, a myth involving two symbols who stand for a 

breed of mammal that against all odds (and I believe, with Divine intent and assistance) 

developed into extraordinary mammals set apart by brain development (and soul development?) 

to be the ascendant species of the Earth.  

 Of course we humans needed to develop an explanation for how the human recognition of 

right and wrong and sin came to be. Because clearly, we humans do both good and bad. It seems 

at first as if the serpent’s promise of the knowledge of good and evil is a promise to Eve that she 

and Adam will be God-like once they understand good and evil.  But apparently, having your eyes 

“opened” is a two-edged sword.  

 I’ll never forget when my sister, in all innocence, took some candy from the local five and 

dime.  She was probably 3 years old. She didn’t know about money and buying things.  When my 

mother found her eating the candy, she asked her, “Where did you get that?” Margaret answered, 

“At the store.” “Did someone give it to you?” “No. It was there.  So I took it.” She was very honest 

and forthright. Well, my mother and grandmother impressed upon her that what she did was 

STEALING and STEALING is WRONG.  Margaret was horrified, of course and she burst into tears 

and said she was sorry. (She was actually an almost irritatingly perfect little kid.) And my mother 

took her back to the store and she had to talk to Jerry, the owner of the store, and she had to give 



 2 

him the money for the candy herself and tell him she was sorry.  She – was – stricken, and cried 

and cried and cried.  My brother and I were very impressed and fascinated with the whole affair.   

Was my sister a bad person? Was this unknowing act an indication of her original sin? I 

know I’m being heretical here, but I just can’t believe that babies are born sinful.  Sorry, St. 

Augustine.  It just doesn’t compute.  If she did something wrong, she wasn’t aware of it. 

 I’m not going to get too far into the reading from Paul’s letter to the Romans. First, it’s 

another excellent example of Paul’s ability to say the same thing more than once. But he does do 

a great job of explaining to us that we are justified by faith.  There is nothing we can do to atone 

for our sins and be forgiven by God.  But if we have faith in Jesus and his abiding love for us, our 

faith guarantees our forgiveness.  We are justified by faith. 

 Then we have a most interesting encounter in our readings for today. The encounter 

between the devil and Jesus.  Whether we believe in the devil or not (and for this sermon today I 

will refer to the devil as a he) he has been and is a subject of great fascination for humankind 

ever since we became acquainted with the devil and God.  

I think the most interesting question that arises from this encounter is who and what is 

Satan, the Devil, the Tempter, Beelzebub, Mr. Nickels...  Oh, theologians, authors, poets and 

playwrights have had a great time with this guy, from Dante through to Goethe and Marlow, and 

then on through George Bernard Shaw’s urbane and fashionable man-about-town to Archibald 

MacLeish’s ring-master. The Devil has captured the human imagination.   

My personal favorite is from the Inferno, where Dante portrays Satan as a giant demon, 

frozen up to the middle of his chest in black ice at the center of the earth . He has three mouths 

and is chewing on Judas, Brutus, and Cassius. He is imprisoned, caught – he can’t move! And yet 

he continues to affect humankind.  

There are those who just cannot intellectually cope with the idea of the Devil. It all seems 

too primitive, too unintellectual, too superstitious for them.  I had an Old Testament professor in 

seminary who was an ordained Presbyterian minister, and as profoundly as he believed in God, 

he didn’t believe in evil or the Devil. According to him there were just mistakes and wrong turns 

taken, weaknesses, evil as an illness, even a mental illness. One of my fellow students 

immediately quoted Baudelaire during this discussion, "The greatest trick the devil ever pulled 

was convincing the world he doesn't exist." 

Something to think about, isn’t it? 

Whatever your beliefs are in this area, I doubt that I could convince you with mine. I think 
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it’s probably easier to convince someone of the existence of God. I believe there is evil in the 

world, that it can operate as a force and that it can and does touch human lives.  Is that the Devil? 

Probably. 

I believe that there is such a thing as temptation and we are all vulnerable to it and that 

we need to strengthen ourselves against it.   

I believe most of us care about being good and want to be good, and that those of us who 

are not psychopaths know the difference between good and bad.  And that’s why we need to find 

situations and companions that reinforce our desires to be good and not situations and 

companions that tempt us to be bad.  Seems pretty elementary, doesn’t it?  And yet we hear of 

people who have gotten lost, who have not been willing to ask for help, for good reinforcement.   

Perhaps Jesus’ time in the wilderness, when he was tempted by power and ego, was all 

the more tempting because he was alone.   

“Go ahead. Jump off that building.  Make God save you!”  “Look around you!  You could 

have all this – whatever you want – it’s yours – you will rule it.  Just worship me.”  

Being a Christian means we’re always “in development.”  We are always recreating 

ourselves.  We need God for that and we need others. That is why you are the church, a 

household of God, helping others, helping each other, and always strengthening yourselves 

through corporate worship.  There will always be a wilderness of one sort or another. So our 

strength is to be found in our common prayer to God and in each other.  That is why you are the 

church and that is why we are here -- together.    

Let us hear our collect for today again, “Almighty God, your Son Jesus was led by the Spirit 

into the wilderness to be tempted by Satan: Come quickly to help us as we are assaulted by many 

kinds of wilderness and many temptations; and, as you know each of our weaknesses, let each of 

us find you mighty to save; through your Son our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the 

Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.” 

 


