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Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7/ Matthew 4:1-11
Insufficient
Let us pray. Lord, so often our prayers are filled with tests and challenges when things fail to go our way. Grant us faith to trust in your unfailing grace and the knowledge that you know better what we need than we do ourselves. AMEN.

When we hear the story of Jesus’ temptation, we might be tempted at first to compare ourselves to Jesus. Not surprisingly, we never measure up. Jesus withstands all three of the devil’s tests where we would certainly fail miserably, just as we often succumb to the temptations and trials of everyday life. 

Whenever we try to see ourselves in Jesus’ place in this story the most likely result is that we’re going to end up feeling bad about ourselves. The fact is that we are insufficient to the task. Like Adam and Eve in the garden we are fated to buckle under to sinister peer pressure every time.

Luther Seminary professor, Rolf Jacobson suggests that we’re not even meant to walk in those shoes. If we’re trying to find ourselves in this story, we are the ones who are testing Jesus. We are the ones who are determined to challenge Jesus to prove himself to be who God has claimed him to be—His beloved Son. 

The temptor said to Jesus, “If you are the Son of God, show me! Command these stones to become bread. If you are the Son of God, prove it! Throw yourself down from the temple so that God has to show his power.”

In the story of Jesus’ temptation in Matthew, the temptor plays a very human role. How many of us can say that we’re never put God on trial or tested Jesus in this way? 

If you were really listening to my prayers, God, you’d solve my problem, you’d cure my disease, you’d find me a job, solve our family crisis. If you were really with me, God, you’d prove it by doing the thing I’m asking you to. 

It seems to me that a god who was at the beck and call of every individual need or whim would not be God at all. At some level, we as humans need to trust that God sees the bigger picture, how everything fits together for the good of all people. Yet, how easy it seems for us to lose faith and mistrust God when life throws us a curve and events don’t play out as we hoped they will.

Take Adam and Eve in our Old Testament reading. It’s easy to see ourselves in them. God clearly laid out what is expected of them. They are to till and keep the land and they were allowed to eat freely of every tree in the garden except one—the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

It didn’t take long for the crafty serpent to convince Adam and Eve that God wasn’t trustworthy. They were quick to try to feed their need by the fruit right in front of them, an easy fix, rather than patiently trust in the promise of God.

For Adam and Eve, the hole in their life was “fruit-shaped.” For people today, we might begin to think that hole takes many and various shapes—money, possessions, relationships, alcohol or drugs. All of these things falsely lure us into thinking we can handle life on our own terms. We are self-sufficient. THAT is the BIG LIE the serpent tried to peddle off on Adam and Eve and the devil tried to convince Jesus of—we don’t need God!

The emptiness, the gaping hole we discover in our lives is not shaped like the car we wish we could afford to drive or the perfect body we want to possess. As 17th century French philosopher Blaise Paschal once noted, it is a God-shaped hole.” Or as St. Augustine wisely put it, “You have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless until we find our rest in you.” Again and again, we fail to see or acknowledge that our greatest human need is a relationship with God, our Creator and Redeemer. 

 In the story of Jesus’ temptation, he decides at every opportunity to trust in God and rely on God, rather than challenge God or forge ahead on his own. When the tempter says, “If you are the Son of God command these stones to become bread” to assuage your hunger, Jesus trusts in God. When the tempter tries to coax Jesus to test God by throwing himself down from the temple tower, Jesus refuses. Why? Because he trusts God. He knows he is his Son. He doesn’t allow the seeds of doubt that the devil is planting take root and grow as we so often do.
One of the hardest things about being human is being out of control. We like to think we don’t have to depend on anyone or anything. We are masters of our own destiny. As I said earlier, that is the big lie. Even Jesus Christ, the Son of God admitted his dependence on God while he was in human form. He knew who he was because he knew whose he was. The same is true for us—our identity from our baptism is God’s precious sons and daughters. 

On our own we are insufficient. Being God’s child is our strength and our hope. 

I’d like to close with a special Bible verse I want you to take to heart and remember: “No temptation has seized you which is not common to everyone. God is faithful. He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted he will also provide a way out so you can stand up under it.” 1 Corinthians 10:13. AMEN. 
