
The Things that You’re Liable to Read in the Bible 

Lent 1A 

       The Lord God took the man and put him in the 
Garden of Eden to till it and keep it.  So far, so good. 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.” Houston, we have a 
problem. Why would anyone want to look to a God who 
didn’t want us to know the difference between good and 
evil? What sense is there in that? And btw we’re already 
gonna die, so why blame that natural condition on 
anything? What we have here is a myth that explains the 
human condition: Although we are all moving more or 
less equally toward death, every day we live brings 
greater knowledge of good and evil, but it’s knowledge 
we are less and less capable of using.  The closer we are 
to dying, the more we have to live for. The more we 
love, the more we have to lose.  

       If we step away from our persistent habit of thinking 
of God as having been made in the image and likeness of 
us, we can see better what the myth contains. Our 
natural condition: more life meaning more to lose, is not 
an external curse, inflicted upon us by some cruelly 
ironic outside force that sets visions of sugarplums a-
dancin’ in out heads, only to snatch them away when we 
reach to grab them. The Cosmos does not punish us for 
being human beings. God told us the consequences of 



knowing at the get-go. We ate the fruit because that is 
what we do: eat fruit. That is our condition: fruit eating, 
knowing, dying all the time yet loving to the last. It 
makes no sense to blame God for who we are. But 
because this is a condition as frightening as it is 
wonderful, we reserve the right to blame somebody 
when wrong gets the upper hand over right. And here 
the myth takes a turn that would seem silly if it weren’t 
so insidious. 

       It goes like this: If there is fault to be found, blame to 
be laid, sin to be originated, we need look no further 
than the girls’ locker room.  You want to know why we 
have complicated and intractable human condition 
problems? Cherchez les femmes. Silly, right? It’s a non-
explanation. We all start out inside female tummies, so 
anything in our nature can be said to come from 
women, the good stuff too. Why would our origin myth 
try to make it seem as if the good stuff is just natural, 
but the bad stuff got added later?   

       But for the man there was no helper. So the Lord 
God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and took 
one of his ribs and made it into a wo-man and brought 
her to the man. Then the man said, “At last, my love has 
come along, my lonely days are over and life is like a 
song.” This one shall be called Wo-man, for out of Man 
this one was taken.” Really? I have three children, and I 
did La Maze. I was there. As the Gershwins wrote, “The 
things that you’re liable to read in the Bible ain’t 
necessarily so.”  If we required any more proof that 



we’re dealing with a myth here, and a wildly patriarchal 
myth at that, this episode does the trick, so to speak.  
The question of course is: What is the value for us of 
this myth? What is the mythtery? Talk about your 
confusing messages.  

       And Paul’s help is not very helpful. “Just as sin came 
into the world through one man,” he says, “and death 
came through sin, so death spread to all because all 
have sinned.” In other words, everybody dies because 
everybody sins. He’s close anyway. Close in the sense 
that heads is close to tails. The truth is just the opposite. 
We don’t die because we sin, everybody sins because 
everybody dies and we know it and that unbalances us. 
It’s tough to be perfect when you are aware of the 
above-mentioned irony (more love equals more to lose). 
We need more motivation to accommodate the 
discomfort this knowledge brings. No matter who we 
blame our condition on, we need a counterstory to ‘Life 
equals Death,’ and it has to be a more powerful story. 
Paul goes on: “Just as one man’s trespass (the woman’s 
fault, don’t forget) led to condemnation for all… (so far, 
not so good), but here’s where Paul can help: …so one 
man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life 
for all. Just as sin exercised dominion in death, so grace 
might also exercise dominion through justification 
leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
And that is a new story, that is a true gospel: “Life may 
equal death, but now we know that death merely leads 
to greater life.” This is the story that blows away the 
Garden of Eden myth; it offers a radical radiation 



therapy for our natural debilitating fearfulness; it 
obviates the human condition, and changes our 
relationship to sin forever. 

       “Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the 
wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He fasted forty 
days and forty nights, (there’s that number again) and 
afterwards he was famished (as who wouldn’t be?). The 
Tempter came and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of 
God, command these stones to become loaves of bread. 
If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down and the 
angels will bear you up, so that you will not dash your 
foot against a stone. All the kingdoms of the world and 
their splendor 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.”  

       So if you develop these qualities: No Showing Off, No 
Pushing Your Luck With God, No Abusive 
Powermongering, then you have a shot at righteousness 
(and straightway angels will come and hang out at your 
spot and be your personal staff). We could point out 
that Jesus committed these acts at various other times: 
he turned stones into bread in the great feedings, he 
escaped from certain death from angry mobs and 
certain drowning, and by bringing back Lazarus and 
that little girl Talitha (!), but always for specific reasons, 
not just to show off.  And in the ultimate test, when the 
Devil offers all the kingdoms of the World if only Jesus 



will fall down and worship him, we consider Jesus to be 
very virtuous indeed in passing up the offer because it 
would be greedy and we should not be greedy. But 
really, it’s a no-brainer for him. First of all, Jesus is 
already in the top spot, worldly kingdomwise. His 
kingdom surpasses all the kingdoms of this world, and 
he knows it -- has known it since around the age of 12. 
So the Devil’s offer is transparently phony. Second of all, 
Jesus knows who the Devil is. He knows the feller’s 
history of rejection from Heaven and permanent non-
grata status. The Devil’s kingdom is none too appealing 
to anyone who is familiar with the literature, as Jesus 
most certainly was, so, ‘if that’s all there is, I’ll keep on 
dancing. Finally, come to think of it, this offer is no offer 
at all. If I were to fall down and worship you Mr. Satan, 
how could I call myself King of anything worth kinging 
over? Kings don’t fall down and worship. You’re selling 
me a bill of goods.’ And Jesus uses the expression we 
still use when somebody is handing us a line: he says, 
“Get outta here. Away with you, Satan!”  

       And that’s all there is to the temptation oral exam. 
He’s done; he passed; summa cum laude. But a case 
could be made that the test was rigged. Don’t forget, 
Jesus had just come out of the water and heard the 
Voice of the Majestic Glory, saying, “This is my Son, my 
Beloved, with whom I am well pleased,” before 
witnesses!  So he is well armed for encounters with 
formidable spiritual foes. This Satan fellow, with his 
transparently empty, shystery offers is not very 
threatening to Jesus’ virtue. Yes he’d be famished after 



forty days and forty nights in the wilderness, but those 
numbers have already been proven suspect. And don’t 
forget, it took awhile to get his appetite back after 
attending John the Baptist’s church where all they have 
at coffee hour are locusts, which even with wild honey 
on ‘em aren’t too tasty. 

       For you and me, the enterprise of avoiding our 
natural propensity to fear-based wrong-choosing and 
blaming, while a much more dicey business, calls on the 
same, or at least remarkably similar strength. So, if we 
would look at ourselves more clearly, with a desire to 
pursue virtue more closely, while we are remembering 
that we came from dust and are headed back towards it, 
we must also take care to remind ourselves and each 
other that we are all just coming up out of the waters of 
baptism all the time. We must sense the spirit of God 
steadily flowing towards us with these words on its air: 
“You are my children, my beloved, with whom I am well 
pleased.” Then we too will have a shot at turning down 
the transparently phony non-offers life is continually 
throwing our way, a chance to pass by the fruit that  
only makes us hungrier.  
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