Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7; Matthew 4:1-11

We humans like to push boundaries, don’t we?  One commentator of our reading from Genesis told the story of when her younger son was two.  She had put the cookie jar on the refrigerator out of his reach with the explanation that he could have a cookie after dinner. She left the room to vacuum, only to come back in and find that he had dragged a dining room chair into the kitchen, climbed up on the counter, and pulled the cookie jar between his chubby legs. She returned to the kitchen just as he was reaching into the jar for the cookie that she said you can’t have until later. She promised consequences if he ate the cookie. Looking her right in the eyes, he got a cookie and ate it. He had determined in his two-year-old mind that the cookie was worth the consequences.
Adam and Eve are prompted in their boundary pushing by the serpent who Dr. Wilda Gafney argues should not be seen as tempter, but “as a tester of the question “What will humanity do in response to boundaries?” Test them, bend them, break them. The serpent also tests something else—how humans hear, remember, tell, question, and interpret God’s words: ‘Did God say…?’”
A quick test of your memory.  Of all the many trees in the Garden of Eden, what is the one tree that Adam and Eve are not to eat from?   The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  Why not?  Because if you eat of it you die.  
Flash forward, the serpent, the goader of boundary pushing, tells Eve, “You won’t die… God knows that if you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like God.  Knowing what God knows.”  Implying, God is jealously guarding God’s power.  God doesn’t want to share.   
And so she looks at the tree and saw that it was “good for food”- an echo of Genesis 2:9 which says that “Out of the ground the LORD God caused to grow every tree that is pleasing to the sight and good for food”  In her estimation it is the same as all the other trees.  Again, in an echo of 2:9 she determines that it is “pleasing to the sight”.   
Interesting that with the questions of the tester in her ears- she hears God’s word as something to justify her doing what God had said not to do!  Because in her sight, this tree is just like the others, “pleasing to the sight and good for food.”  So, of course God couldn’t have meant to exclude this tree.  Plus, when Adam and Eve eat of the fruit of this tree, they will know what God knows.  They will be God.    
And they ate, and when they saw their nakedness, which had been just fine to everyone including God up until then, they were immediately ashamed.  They determined what God had called good to be shameful.  Not good.  And while they did not immediately die when they ate of the fruit, that eating does lead only to misery and death.  Life becomes not easier, but more difficult.  And their relationship with God is now ruptured, distant.
The things that tempt them look good to them.  And because of that they choose to hear God’s words in a way that allow them to cross the boundary God has set.  To attempt to take from God’s hands the discernment of what is good and what is evil.  What ultimately brings life and what ultimately takes it. All in contravention of the fact that God is God and we as humans aren’t.  By definition we can’t be.  But we sure try.    
In our reading from Matthew, Jesus is “proofed” by the Tester, who shows up once again.  Proofing is the final and crucial rise of dough before baking.  There is something in this encounter with the tester- the question asker- the inviter to push boundaries that is necessary for Jesus to fully become who he is.  To fully step into his identity.  And a primary test of this is in his exercise of power. 
The tester offers him ways to complete his mission.  After all- by turning stones into loaves of bread he could feed not only himself but everyone in Israel.  Jesus could solve food insecurity.  A good result, surely!  But he responds with a text from Deuteronomy 8 that recalls the wandering in the wilderness, where the Jews learned trust that God would provide daily bread.  And God did, through manna in the morning and quail at night.  Enough for everyone for the day.  
Jesus will feed people after all, but as many have wondered, was the miracle of the feeding of the 5,000 not that he turned stone into bread… but that Jesus convinced everyone to share from the little bit they had brought out with them?  That he had changed their hearts.  Proving that when everyone shares their little bit, it will not only be enough but more than enough. 
When we live according to the word of God, where the hungry are fed.  Where everyone has enough.  Then, indeed, we will be fed- not only in body, but in soul.  Fed with bread that is not only good for food but pleasing to the eye. 
Jesus is offered indestructability.  Wouldn’t it be nice to go into this whole gig knowing you have the settings on infinite lives?  Go ahead and do the whole trust but verify thing.  What can it hurt and think of the rush!  Like bungee jumping without the cord.  But Jesus responds again from Deuteronomy by saying- don’t test God.   Trust God.  Whatever the outcome, trust in God and God’s promise.  Rely on God’s word- not on your testing of God’s Word. 
The final question for Jesus then is how will he manifest God’s empire, God’s reign in the world?  The implication from the text is that the devil is the power that controls the Roman Empire.  A power that comes from direct control of people. The Devil temps Jesus with the ability to control his audience, humanity.  And surely that is a good thing.  That’s what you want, right?  Control over people so they will do the right/good thing.  But maybe not. 
As one commentator said, “It’s interesting in our current political climate to note that Jesus didn’t say, ‘wait until you have one of my followers in power!’ Instead, he rejected that kind of power (just as he will reject it in John 6:15).  Because there is something of worshipping at another altar when we strive for political power.  Strive to impose our will on the world through political control. Jesus refuses that kind of power.  He understands that our freedom in God is not license.  That there are boundaries.  Even for God’s Son.  
The Tests are all about some form of power (defined in an earthly sense).  And many about what Jesus will eventually do.  The test lies not in the desired result, but the process of getting there.  And Jesus’ response clearly says the ends do not justify the means.  
So, Jesus will feed the hungry, he will establish his reign throughout the world. But not through power and control.  But through compassion and connection.  By calling us back to what we were created to be in the Garden.  A community.  That trusts God and turns to one another.  And when we do that- we can reverse the human suffering of our neighbors.  Because in the reign of God are there any hungry people?  No.   In the reign of God are there any who mourn without being comforted?  No.  In the reign of God is there any conflict without peacemakers?  No.   
The Boundary Pusher is testing Jesus’ trust.  And Jesus shows absolute trust in God’s presence.  That God IS with us.  God is the source of food.  God will bear me up- I don’t need to test it.  God is Lord- not you.  And that God’s will is accomplished through God’s means, not according to the “wisdom” of the ancestors of Adam and Eve and their flawed view of good and evil. 
Like the tree in the Garden, the things Jesus is tempted with looks good.  But to follow them will ultimately turn to ash, lead to death and destruction.  
Isn’t it nice that Jesus can navigate these questions, because I don’t know about you, but I don’t always do so well.  I want my bread now and to put a little in the bank.  I’m all about trust but verify.  I’d probably take Satan’s deal because think of all the good I could do! 
But then I remember these stories.  Of our ancestors who walked so closely with God and threw it all away because they trusted their judgment more than God’s.  And I look around at the consequences of that misplaced trust.  I see the outcome of that skewed judgment.  And I repent of it.  
Sure, it’s easy to compromise your principles for a good outcome.  So that people will be fed.  To feed hungry people, what would you do?  But how often then do we then fall into the trap of thinking, I did that.  That the important actor in that drama is me… not God. 
Sure, it’s easy, just force people to do what is right.  Make them pray.  Make them be kind.  Make them read the Bible…
And then you look up and see that the god you have taught them to follow looks a lot like you, not the creator of the universe.  That what you have created in them is not faith, but obedience.  As Martin Luther wrote, the state cannot create faith, it cannot govern the soul.  
And this is why we need Jesus.  Because Jesus has done what we cannot do.  Trusted in God.  Jesus has done what Adam and Eve couldn’t do.  Trusted that God does know good from evil.  And shown in his life among us that when you trust that.  When you show God’s power, which looks a lot like foolishness to our human discernment of good and evil, well then the result is freedom.  For all of human kind.   
 And so, today, I am left at the same place I was on Wednesday.  The same place I was last week.   Despairing of myself and crying out to God.
I am Salt and Light, help me be Salt and Light!   I am a beloved Child of God, help me be a beloved child of God!   
Today it is, I am tested!  Help me resist the test!   Which is really another way of saying, I believe, help my unbelief!
Friends, the goader of boundary pushing and asker of questions about what God really said is still at work.  We face many of the same temptations that were presented to Jesus.  Let us look first to Jesus for our help.  And follow his example, even as we cry, “I am tested, help me resist the test!  I believe, help my unbelief!”    
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