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Genesis Series

Message Eight: The Temptation (2)
18th April 2010                                                                                                                                         Kevyn Harris 
Readings:

2 Samuel 11: 1 - 15

Galatians 6: 1 – 10

Genesis 3: 1 - 24

Have you had the chance to think about the importance of small things lately?  
At the heart of this account is a small and insignificant a piece of fruit. 

Some people get very hung up on this story.  They wonder if it was an apple or a pear or something more “Mediterranean”.   They will argue over whether serpents can talk or not.  Ever had any of these discussions? 
A lecture was being given by a very well known theologian and one of the audience was determined to test her version of orthodoxy.  Finally she insisted the learned professor tell them whether or not the serpent could speak.  “Madam”, said the theologian, “it’s not important whether the serpent could speak or not.  What’s important is what the Serpent said”. 

And the serpent begins by saying something like this: “So, you don’t dare eat from any of these beautiful trees?  God sure keeps a tight rein on your two doesn’t he?”

And Eve, like us, is keen to do the right thing and be God’s defender

“Oh no”, she says.  “God is very generous and allows us to eat of any tree except one.  We dare not touch that tree because it is the one place where God wants us to realise we are only human and even though we are like God we are not God.  He has permitted us everything but given us free choice in making forbidden just this one thing.  If we violate this one point, if we invade this one place God has reserved to himself, we shall die”. 

To this point the serpent has disguised himself as someone who wants Eve’s best interests. 
“You won’t die” he says.  “Instead of a bad thing, a good thing will happen.  You’ll become like God, knowing good and evil”. 

He is saying “look, good on you; I admire your simple faith and devotion to God.  But don’t you see?  God is not that serious about incidentals.  He isn’t worried about the small things.  He is bigger than that. You are taking things too seriously and you’re starting to look and sound like a religious fanatic. Lighten up for goodness sake!  God is bigger than one tree, one minor detail among so many”. 

And there is a part of Eve and us that wants to believe that. “This little thing can’t make that much difference” we tell ourselves.  “It’s only a little lie, a minor and harmless flirtation.  So what if I look at this site on the web? Who’s to know about the occasional “unofficial” perk I take from the Office?  Why would anyone be bothered by these minor matters when there is real evil in the world?”
Sounds right to many folk; Evil is the stuff that makes the front pages.  Evil is what “other” people do. The idea that a small lie is as damning as the greatest fraud is insulting to them.  
And this sort of thinking prefers a God who doesn’t mean what he says: a sort of cosmic buffoon or divine comedian.  It doesn’t want a God who is serious and in earnest about our lives.  Better that God is some jolly figure in a red suit or a slightly addled, but generally benign geriatric: someone they can safely ignore. 
And don’t misunderstand this mindset. It’s not that they are anti religion.  Never think that.  They’re not stupid.  They see religion has its uses.  Like when parents tell their kids “watch out, God is watching you”.  He has his uses as a sort of free babysitter, a religious form of coercion and parental support in the raising of children.  That sort of god and religion has its uses.  It keeps the order and reinforces manners.  Religion like that is a bit like dessert: very nice at the end of the main course, but you can have a meal without dessert. 
So the serpent is saying to Eve “get over your moral hang ups”.  Can’t you see Eve, God’s is keeping you from something good?”
So ignore that line in the sand, become like God and be your own woman, stand on your own two feet, refuse to be told what to do as if you were a child, do what you wanted to do. 
So Eve listens to the Serpent and she starts turning the fruit of the forbidden tree over in her mind.  

She listens to every voice but the voice of God.  She prefers the serpent’s opinion and her own. She listens to her appetites. 

David did this with Bathsheba.  He was tempted to take what he could take.  He decided being king meant that as he had everything, he could have anything, that every tree in the garden was his.  That no line could be drawn against him because he was the supreme arbiter in his kingdom of right and wrong.   You can imagine this calculation can’t you as he watched Bathsheba taking her bath.    
Taking this woman was a small thing.  Once that small thing was done, having her husband placed in the front line in battle was a small thing too – a simple instruction to his commanding officer. 

It has to be good bait that suggests God isn’t serious, whether you are Eve or David.  

Every time we cross the line we agree with the enemy.  We don’t want to appear to be wowser’s for goodness sake!  We don’t want to appear killjoys when offered a snort of something or gossip about someone else or laugh at the dirty joke.

“Oh” you say, “hold on”.  “Don’t mix small things like a bit of harmless gossip and minor flirtations with real sins like grabbing another man’s wife and having him killed.  Those things are serious when the others are, well, minor matters.   Let’s not get too serious over the small sins, they’re not big enough or serious enough or do the same damage.”  
In other words, God isn’t serious about the minor matters.  He isn’t worried by our small indiscretions.  These small things aren’t as destructive as the obvious crimes and great evils. 
But then neither is a piece of fruit no one can name.   How small can it be before we can safely ignore it?  How large does it need to be before we see it as dangerous to our souls?
The truth is people aren’t easily tempted by the big things.  Most of us live far from the great moral dangers.  We lack the opportunity and resources for great debauchery.  We are hardly likely to become famous embezzlers or end up on the front pages of the national newspapers for defrauding millions of dollars when the most resources we control at the office are paper clips and staples. 
And what about sexual impropriety?  The reason a programme like “Desperate Housewives” is so interesting to many of its viewers is that most of them neither look like the women and men in that show nor do they live next door to anybody that does look like them.  What titillates people is the fantasy.   The facts are that it ain’t going to happen to them!  They are not that good looking.  They don’t have the income.  They don’t have the opportunity.  We can easily indulge our minds while at the same time decrying the sin because we are safe from such temptations.  Those temptations are big and they aren’t part of our garden, our environment, and so we ignore the little ones that are. 
But it’s those opportunities in our gardens which are no less dangerous the big opportunities in theirs.  The little temptations and sins are no less damaging the great and obvious ones.  We can say nothing else if God made the matter to be a piece of fruit. For the size is nothing.  What matters is the presence of a line we should not cross.  
None of us are accomplished sinners.  We are what CS Lewis might call rather minor and insipid sinners: what his character Wormwood would call a poor sort of meal in hell.  But we can never take that to mean we must thereby pass under God’s radar. 
We are always on God’s radar and not because he is some stern parent watching for the first mistake.  No, we are there because he wants us to be all that he has made us to be.  But to be all that we are meant to be means both great freedom and limitation at the same time.

The tree reminded them that even though they were like God, they were not God.  It was the thing that emphasised their humanity; that said they were limited beings even though they appeared as gods to the rest of Creation.  It’s human refusal to accept limitations which leads to anxiety.
Jesus warned against being anxious.  He suggested that anxiety at its heart was really a slander of God’s character.  

Matthew 6: 31-32

So do not worry, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’, or “What shall we wear?’.  For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly father knows that you need them. 

The serpent plants a doubt and it is doubt about God’s goodness.  It is when we doubt God’s goodness we become anxious about life.  The person who grasps at everything, who wants to own and achieve everything, which goes from one acquisition or success to another is displays this anxiety.  They believe the competitive argument in the serpent’s words – if God has it you don’t so make sure you get it. That way you can be sure of keeping control.  If you don’t have it someone else will get it.  But if you get it, it will complete you.  You’ll be fulfilled and satisfied.  But that is exactly what nothing can give us apart from God.

Augustine could say “we have no peace until we find our place in you”.  Eve gave into the argument that satisfaction was to be found in having what she could not have.  She decided that perhaps God was not good after all; that he denied her because he wanted to keep control and dominate them.  But from here it is a short step to ignoring God.  When we swallow the doubt the doubt God is good we are close to the next step which is to deny him altogether. 

We see this happening in our lives.

Some severe misfortune comes our way.  It saps our strength.  We struggle to find a meaning in it but fail and then the secret but highly powerful suspicion starts to grow that perhaps we have misunderstood or wrongly defined what it meant when we used to say to others that God is good.  We begin to think that the God who could permit this thing cannot be a good God.  Perhaps this so-called God is fate, even worse, some sort of sadist. 

Of course, some people decide that even this sort of God exists only in cartoons and video games so they’d be better getting along as best they can beneath a heaven that doesn’t exist and in the face of a meaningless eternity.

That’s what has happened to many people we know and work with.  At the heart of their unbelief is not some profound intellectual argument about dinosaurs or aliens: rather it is distrust.

It happens easily enough in everyday situations.  Dick Hubbard is the founder of Hubbard Foods.  It’s likely a number of us regularly buy Dick’s products.  As many might also know, Hubbard’s became very well known for their kind treatment of their employees following Dick’s Christian based ethics.  But at one point all of this was placed in doubt when agitation among his workers meant that Dick was faced with something he never believed could happen.  His workers went out on Strike.  He was astounded and frustrated.  He believed he had always paid better and looked after his staff better than any other employer in the industry.  Why did his people treat his kindness and consideration this way?

Well, think about the garden for a minute.  How much does it take for an employee with their own agenda to plant the seed of doubt?  How long before his arguments start to sink in.

“Oh the old man treats you well but that’s to soften you up.  He wants the last gram of production from you.  Love your neighbour?  It’s a trick.  He knows what he’s doing”

Once I lose my faith in God’s goodness I am close to losing faith altogether.   Even when good things happen I can’t give thanks and be grateful because I suspect God is likely to turn it to custard.  Oh yes, there are those who think exactly that!  When I no longer trust God in the belief he is good every bad thing justifies my suspicion and every good thing is something I must put down to my ability or fate.  But because it is my ability or the outcome of some random throw of the dice I know it can go the same way.  What I gained I can so easily lose. And thus my life is marked more and more by anxiety in which I pursue the cosmetic and believe the advertising.
Well there is but there is good news in all this. 

To be Christian and a disciple of Jesus is to believe in a good God. 

Being different to the world is not in following a set of rules but believing in a God who loves me and grieves when I refuse to trust him.  
We see how the account of the Garden ends.   He comes looking for them. 

It’s goodness, not judgement, that seeks out the miserable and sick.  He comes to the man and woman, quite aware of what has taken place, and not with words of condemnation.  It is the same God in Jesus, thinking of that tough crew beneath his cross.  Even in his pain and sorrow he prays “Father forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing”. 

It is a small thing but the small thing the tempter would rather we forget: the discovery and understanding that someone does care, that God does not reject me even though he knows me completely and has seen every moment of my life. 

It is the small truth that melts the ice that surrounds many hearts and lets them trust and love again.  

Cheap things can never do that.  The gospel is not cheap merchandise which you can take or not, or take along with something else.  It is the only medicine for a divided heart; a heart divided by suspicion and anxiety.  God really does move in our lives when we trust ourselves completely and wholly to him.
