
Old Testament lesson – Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7New Testament lesson – Matthew 4:1-11 Hidden TemptationsToday is the first Sunday in Lent. Manypeople observe the practice of giving up someluxury or pleasure during this period of timeleading up to Holy Week and Easter. Chocolateis a common item that people give up. That iswhy chocolate candy is so popular for Easterbaskets. Once Easter arrives, Lent is over andpeople can eat chocolate.
“Hidden Temptations” sounds a bit like achocolate treat with a name designed to luresomeone away from their Lenten fast ofchocolate. That’s not what it is. Personally Idon’t need such a temptation. I don’t give upchocolate. The bathroom scale tells me I should,but I pay it scant attention in this matter.
Both Scripture lessons today highlighttemptations, but there are some which are notobvious. Hence the sermon title.
Looking at our OT lesson, it is a well-knownstory. Of course, there are probably lots ofmisunderstandings about it, perhaps because it isthe subject of so many jokes. But the story isfairly straightforward. The serpent tempts Eve,she eats the forbidden fruit – not an apple, by theway – and then she talks Adam into eating. Theyrealize they are naked and make clothing out offig leaves.
God discovers this and proceeds to questionAdam. He blames it on the woman, whom Godgave him, by the way. Eve blames the serpent,and of course, the snake didn’t have a leg tostand on. See what I mean about the jokes?
There is at least one very importantassumption we have to make in order for thestory to work at all. God gave the commandmentnot to eat of the tree of knowledge of good andevil before he created the woman. So we mustassume that he repeated the commandment afterEve was on the scene. Otherwise, she couldsimply be guilty of misunderstanding Adam, orhe could be guilty of not relaying thecommandment exactly as God gave it.
People have made a great deal about why theserpent approached Eve instead of Adam. Was

she the weak link? Was she more easily tempted?Would it be easier for her to convince Adam thanfor Adam to convince her? We can not reallysay, and any explanations are really justspeculation.
However, there is something interesting in herresponse to the serpent. She adds something thatwas not in the original instruction. She tells theserpent that God said not even to touch that tree.Did God add this command to the original whenhe told Eve? Or did Adam add it to emphasizethe danger presented by the tree? Or did she justmake it up?
When the snake first tempts Eve we find himascribing to God restrictions never mentioned byGod. He implies that God told them not to eat ofany tree of the garden. Eve corrects him, but thesnake has already planted a thought in her head:God is too restrictive.
So now when the snake says outright that Godlied to them, perhaps she has already begun toembrace the notion that God is too restrictive.“You’re not going to die.” It turns out the snakewas right about that, but he was also wrong.
He was right, because the fruit was notpoison; Adam and Eve did not physically die assoon as they ate the fruit. But God knew they hadeaten it, and the relationship between Creator andthe created was broken, and that was a spiritualdeath. And every human being in the history ofthe world has suffered that separation from God.
At some point the snake must have pointedout to Eve how nice the fruit looked. She saw itwas good for food, a delight to the eyes. Perhapsshe had never even looked at it, afraid that if sheeven touched it she would die. But now shelooked at it, and it looked good.
And the serpent had encouraged her to gofurther. Not only should she look at it and seehow good it was, she should eat some and haveher eyes opened even further. She should becomewise on her own. She should be like God!Wouldn’t that be a good thing, to be wise and belike God?



Don’t we think we should become wise andbe like Jesus? Isn’t that all Eve was doing?
I used to think that. It sometimes occurred tome that the whole Garden of Eden scenario was alittle unfair. God put a perfectly good fruit tree in

the midst of the garden, a tree that was good forfood and delightful to look at, and then he saidnot to eat it. No one in their right mind plants afruit tree and then doesn’t eat the fruit if it’sgood.
But this was sort of a test of the three-wayrelationship between God and Adam and Eve. Itwas not an equal partnership; God was in charge.The humans were supposed to trust him. Theywere supposed to believe him and obey him.They failed at all of that.
There was more temptation present here thanthe mere temptation to break a rule. The serpenttempted Eve and, in turn, Adam to disbelieveGod. He tempted them to violate the faith theyshould have had in God.
A few millennia later, he was still trying thattactic. This time, however, he was trying it witha different man, one who would prove to bemore obedient to God and resistant totemptation. But this time the devil – and after all,we now know that’s what the serpent was – thistime the devil also had more material to workwith.
He probably thought the old food temptationwould be a cinch. Jesus had been fasting in thewilderness for forty days and forty nights!Matthew tells us he was hungry. Well, nokidding, Captain Obvious!
Wait a minute – not so fast. Yes, that wouldseem obvious, so why mention it? Matthew isdealing with a hidden temptation here. There is atemptation to think that Jesus would not havebeen hungry because he was not really human.He was God in human form, but he was notreally human. This was an early heresy known asdocetism: Jesus appeared human, but he was nottruly subject to all the feelings and experiencesof real human beings.

Even if that particular heresy was not aroundyet officially, Matthew nevertheless says it ishogwash to entertain such a notion. There mighthave been some people who already thought thatway by the time Mathew wrote down his gospelaccount. So he tells us that Jesus most certainlywas human, and he most certainly was hungryafter forty days without food. So the temptation

to make bread out of stones was real. I supposehe could have taken some rocky ground andmade stone-ground bread.
But Jesus knows who he is. He knows he doesnot have to prove his identity by making breadout of rocks. Instead he affirms his identity as theSon of God by demonstrating his obedience toGod. He points out that real life is more thanmere physical existence. Just as death in theGarden of Eden was not just physical death, lifefor Jesus does not consist only in providing foodfor his physical body.
It is still a great temptation for people today tothink of life only in physical terms. Our actionsbetray that thought constantly. We focus a muchgreater part of our life on the physical aspectsthan we do on spiritual aspects. We work, wecook and clean, we build things, take care ofhouses and yards and cars. Even some churchactivities are not very spiritual. If someone askedif we prayed much at Family Fun Night, ourresponse might be, “No not really. It was just forfun.”
Too often, we don’t think of spiritualactivities like prayer and Bible study andevangelism as fun. Maybe we enjoy those things,but we don’t want to get carried away with them.We want to have fun. We want to live life andhave fun.
We have given in to a temptation hidden inplain sight. We think of life in physical terms,and we put spiritual or religious things off in aseparate compartment.
After his failure at the first temptation thedevil took a new approach. He was somehowable to take Jesus to Jerusalem. From this itwould seem that the Father had given Jesus intothe devil’s hand for God’s purpose of trainingand testing, to demonstrate Jesus’ obedience, andperhaps to give the devil a little foretaste of hisultimate defeat.



But now instead of tempting Jesus to show hispower, he tempts him to try to prove God’s lovefor him. He dares Jesus to put God’s love andcare to a test. “Jump down from this high pointand see if God will send angels to protect andcare for you.” But, if you’ll pardon the pun,Jesus did not fall for it. Again, he was certain ofwho he was, and he was certain of the Father’slove for him. Perhaps it was just as important

that Jesus knew of God’s love for the humanrace. That’s what was behind this whole project:being born in human form, being baptized whenhe did not need to repent of any sins committed,this temptation in the desert, his later sufferingand death. All of it was happening so that God’slove would become apparent to any person whowould look carefully and with an open mind.
So here is another hidden temptation exposed.It is tempting to think in the midst of difficultiesthat if God really loved us, he would send angelsor somehow help us out of the difficulty. As Ilook back on such times in my life, it occurs tome that God was often helping me in ways I didnot recognize. At times he helped me by causinga difficulty that took me in a different and betterdirection. I think I might have mentioned a timeor two the bullets I dodged when some girl brokemy heart by dumping me. At the time it did notseem like God cared for me, but he cared for memore than I realized.
Finally, the devil decided to tempt Jesus tocash in on his identity as the Son of God. Heoffers to give Jesus power over all the kingdomsof the world. I suppose there is somedisagreement over whether the devil could makethis offer. People point out the world is God’s;he made it. On the other hand, Jesus did refer tothe devil as “the ruler of this world.” So perhapsit was within his power to offer this to Jesus.
At any rate, Jesus turns down the offer. Theprice is too high for Jesus, because the devildemanded to have Jesus worship and serve himinstead of God. Did the devil think Jesus did notknow that eventually God would reclaim hisworld and cast out the devil? Therefore the devilwas trying to use a temporary rule over the worldto tempt Jesus away from the eternal rule of theworld which God will give to him. What a rottendeal it would have been.
Of course, if Jesus had begun ruling the worldat that point in time, perhaps we would haveavoided all kinds of wars and famines anddiseases and so on. But the world still wouldhave been dead, for it would have still beenseparated from God by sin. And with thatunderstanding, we realize we have come full

circle back to the devil trying to substitute ashallow physical version of life for the deepspiritual life we can live when we have apersonal relationship with God.
Every temptation hides that basic temptationwithin or behind it: the temptation to abandonour relationship with God, if only for a moment,thinking we can lay hold of some enjoyableaspect of physical life. It may be gluttony orgreed, or lust or covetousness. We may betempted to steal or lie or gossip or injuresomeone. We may be tempted to use the name ofGod or of Jesus in vain, as a swear word.
But at the heart of every temptation, somethingis saying to us, “Where’s the harm? It won’t killyou.”
But every sin, every surrender to temptation,is like that first one in the Garden. It betrays alack of trust in God. Every sin proclaims ourbelief that we know what is best for us at thatmoment in time. At that moment in time, wethink we are wise, knowing what is good.
But we’re wrong. A sin may seem good to us,but eventually the Holy Spirit will break in andremind us that what we did or said, or maybe justthought, was actually wrong. It was sin.
But at this point we can be thankful that weare more blessed than Adam and Eve. When wesin, we know that God still loves us. We knowthat he sent his Son Jesus to resist all temptationand to give his sinless life for us. We know thatthe death we have just suffered – again – becauseof sin, can be quickly remedied. We are forgivenas quickly as we confess our sin as exactly that:sin.
We don’t restore our relationship with God bytwisting a Scripture in some way to justify thesin. That is the devil’s tactic, as seen in our NT



lesson. Over the years, I have heard so-calledChristians justify sins with the most outrageousdistortions of Scripture, defending everythingfrom domestic abuse to adultery to greed to

sexual perversion to war to tax evasion, to namejust a few. And you know what? All those sinswere still sins.
It is always better to admit sins to God andnot try to defend them. It did not work for Adamand Eve; it won’t work for us.
Temptation can be hidden from us, but sincan not be hidden from God. Luther once wrotethat Christians should love God and sin boldly.By that he did not mean to encourage sin. Hemeant that if you want real forgiveness your sinsmust be acknowledged. Sin can not be hidden, sobefore God, boldly acknowledge them so that

they can be forgiven.
Beware of hidden temptation, as well as theobvious temptation. But in every case of sin, beboldly confident in God’s grace. No sin canseparate you from God for long, so long as youacknowledge it and receive forgiveness.Temptation may hide and surprise us, but Gods’grace and mercy are always right there in theopen. Amen.


