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 Welcome to the first Sunday in Lent.  Our lenten journey officially began on Ash 

Wednesday, but the first Sunday in Lent always feels like the official kick-off.  And as 

usual, the lectionary gives us texts that open the door to discussing temptation. 

 But what - exactly - does “temptation” mean?  On a basic level, temptation is 

simply a desire to do something, even something good.  But usually, we hear the word 

with a lot of negative moral overtones.  For example, one dictionary defines temptation as 

“a desire to do something, especially something wrong or unwise.”  Another dictionary 

says, “temptation is a fundamental desire to engage in short-term urges for enjoyment, 

that threatens long-term goals.”  Many religious definitions are based on the idea that 

“temptation is the inclination to sin.”  In the “Star Wars” movies, temptation is an 

invitation to the dark side, which really boils down to being tempted to act on whatever 

“dark” impulses we have ourselves. 

 I think that in our society, the word “temptation” is much more confusing than it 

really needs to be.  And we happily put up with that confusion because - let’s be honest - 

we like to be tempted.  If we didn’t we would not struggle with it so much.  Whether we 

give in or resist, we enjoy being tempted.  That’s human nature.  Which is why you can 

see some great bumper stickers like, “Opportunity may only knock once, but temptation 

leans on the doorbell”.  Or, “Lead me not into temptation - I can find it all by myself”.  

Or, “The problem with resisting temptation is - what if it doesn’t come back?” 

 If you don’t agree that we like to be tempted, consider a “simple” temptation, like 

sleeping in.  I think it’s pretty common for most people, that if we are still asleep when 

our alarm clock goes off, we are tempted to just roll over and go back to sleep.  That 

human trait is so common that almost all alarm clocks have a “snooze” feature to satisfy 

that temptation.  It’s a great idea - unless you get into a pattern where you just hit snooze 

over and over until you are late for work.  Be honest.  If we wanted to actually get out of 
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bed, we would not even use the snooze feature.  That fact that modern clocks have a 

snooze feature is a testimony to this aspect of our human nature. 

 Incidentally, if you struggle with the snooze syndrome, I read about 2 new alarm 

clocks you might want to try.  One of them, called “Clocky” is an alarm clock on wheels.  

When the alarm goes off, the clock drives off in random directions, forcing you to chase 

it around your room to turn if off.  Another model, called “SnuzNLuz” is even more 

creative.  The clock is connected to your bank account.  Every time you hit the snooze 

button, you automatically donate money to a charity that you hate.  All of this instead of 

simply never using the snooze feature on your clock. 

 Our society does seem conflicted on temptation.  Temptation is defined as 

something we should not want, and yet we want to be tempted.  Perhaps the seeds of our 

position on temptation are the temptation stories in the Bible - the stories we just read. 

 In Genesis, we have the story of temptation in the garden of Eden.  It’s a real 

classic.  So much so that if you search online for images about “temptation”, about half 

the images you find show an apple and a snake together.  The other half of the images 

show an apple and chocolate - as on our bulletin cover - or some other unhealthy food. 

 I’m glad we just read the actual story right now though - because I hope you got 

one or two surprises.  I hope - for example - you noticed that the fruit in question was not 

called an “apple”.  It was simply the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  

Of more interest to me is the fact that in this mythical story, the “God” person in the story 

lies to the man, while the snake tells the truth.  But perhaps the most interesting feature of 

this story is that the great temptation - as it is laid out - is about making a decision and 

choosing how to live.  It is about choosing between 2 clear options.  One option is to be 

engaged fully in life which includes grappling with the many complexities around good 

and evil.  The other option is to live in an environment where everything is controlled and 

managed for you - essentially a daycare.  And the decision that the man and woman make 

- to leave the daycare - is the same decision that I would make myself.  I would rather 

live with the knowledge of good and evil than remain child-like my whole life.  And yet, 

somehow, our society seems to be built on the belief that the man and the woman made a 

big mistake, when they choose the only option that makes any sense.  To me, the Genesis 
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story speaks directly to the very human need to be tempted.  We want temptation because 

we need to grapple with good and evil ourselves.  And without temptation, how would we 

know if we were doing ok or not? 

 This human desire to face temptation is not a new thing at all.  Consider from 

ancient Greek history Homer’s Odyssey.  In part of that story, Ulysses is returning home 

from the Trojan war.  Ulysses was warned about “Sirens” on his journey.  The Sirens 

were 2 monsters living on an island, who pretend to be beautiful women with alluring 

voices.  It was said that if sailors heard these voices, they were be seduced towards the 

island, their ships would crash into the rocks, and all would perish.  However, Ulysses 

decides he wants to hear the Sirens singing - without dying of course.  So Ulysses 

instructs his sailors to tie him to the mast of his ship and to block their own ears with 

wax.  That way, the ship can travel past the island safely.  The sailors don’t hear the 

singing so they don’t steer into the rocks, and Ulysses can hear the singing but come to 

no danger because he is tied to the mast of the ship and can’t jump overboard. 

 On the one hand, the trick works.  On the other hand, the solution is more 

complicated than that alarm clock on wheels.  Ulysses could have simply avoided the 

island altogether.  But Ulysses wanted to hear the alluring voices.  Do you agree me with 

me yet that we want to be tempted?  Both the story of Ulysses and the Sirens and the 

Garden of Eden story in the Bible are adaptations from the “Epic of Gilgamesh” which 

originated in Mesopotamia around 2100 BC.  That poem is very likely the oldest 

surviving great work of literature.  The human struggle with temptation is a very old 

struggle indeed.  It is completely natural that we struggle with temptation today. 

 I have just one more temptation story to share today.  The story is from the 1988 

movie, “The Last Temptation of Christ”.  Now I do realize that in 1988 the movie 

generated a lot of hostility at what was considered by some a blasphemous movie.  I do 

realize that the Christ depicted in the movie did not live up to biblical expectations.  I also 

know that some people decided they should really watch the thing instead of just reading 

newspaper headlines about it, and gave up part-way through because they just couldn’t 

handle it.  But that is a pity, because the ending of the movie was in fact a very insightful 

message about temptation. 
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 The whole movie can be seen as the life of Jesus from the beginning of his 

ministry to crucifixion, but with many details that were not found in the Bible.  But I 

want to tell just the ending.  Jesus is hanging on the cross.  He is dying.  And in the midst 

of all the noise and confusion, a young girl appears and claims to be an angel sent to 

rescue Jesus.  The girl says that God is pleased with everything that Jesus has already 

done and that his mission is now over.  She says that Jesus does not have to die on the 

cross.  Jesus is invited to come down from the cross and lead a normal life.  Jesus accepts 

this and comes down from the cross.  The crowd, meanwhile, still sees Jesus’s body 

hanging on the cross.  Jesus continues his life like a normal person, he gets married, has 

children, he continues to work as a carpenter.  But when Jesus is old and near death, 

Judas comes to Jesus and tells him that the girl Jesus thought was an angel was in fact the 

Devil, and that Jesus wrongly choose the temptation of normal life, rather than his real 

mission, which included dying on the cross to being about the salvation of all people.  

And so Jesus crawls back to the cross, says, “it is finished”, and dies on the cross. 

 The “last” temptation for Jesus was the choice between a normal life of comfort, 

and Jesus’s actual mission.  And that story seems appropriate to me today as we will 

shortly have our Annual Meeting.  Because as a congregation we face the same 

temptation.  We also get to choose between a normal life of comfort and our mission.  

Normal life means that we want things to stay as they are.  Normal life means that want 

to keep doing the things we have done, as we have always done them.  But our mission as 

a church is about embracing and adapting to our community.  Our community is 

changing, and we have to change too if we want to be relevant to our community.  We - 

like Jesus - are constantly tempted to choose - to live in the past, or to move into our 

future.  I invite us all to listen during our meeting for voices from out past and voices 

from our future - and choose.  Choose our mission. 

Amen.
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