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Temptation:  A Clash of Kingdoms 
A-Lent 1:  Genesis 2:4b-9, 15-17, 25-3:7 

Robert Woody 3/5/17 
 

Sermon-in-a-Sentence:  One way of understanding “temptation” is to see it as a clash between two Kingdoms: 

the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of the World – which Kingdom will we pursue? 
 

Children’s Sermon: 

Today we are entering a new “liturgical season” called “Lent.”  What is the season of Lent 

about?  It’s a time of preparation.  Preparation for what?  Easter?  Yes, but we can go deeper.  

A time to prepare us to deepen our relationship with Jesus, Our Lord, Our Risen Savior.   

Why do we need to go through a time of preparation?  How many of you are perfect?  

None of us are perfect.  So you start out the day, usually clean and fresh, you’ve had a bath or 

shower that morning or the night before.  You’re clean, smell good.  But over the course of a 

day, you do lots of things that will make you dirty, maybe even stinky.  How many of you want 

to go to school or to church the next day if you are still “dirty and stinky”?  So you need to 

“prepare,” you need to take a bath or shower. 

We have a similar problem in our Spiritual lives.  We all make mistakes; we do some things 

wrong.  We sin.  Sin makes us “spiritually dirty,” maybe even “spiritually stinky.”  Sometimes 

we need to “take a bath or shower,” ask God to forgive us or in other words, repent of our 

sins.  When we repent of our sins, it’s like taking a bath; we are preparing ourselves to have a 

deeper relationship with God and with our family and with our friends and neighbors.  If we’ve 

sinned a lot, if we are spiritually “stinky and dirty,” that’s going to interfere with our 

relationship with God, and our relationship with our family and friends and neighbors, so we 

need to “prepare” ourselves – take a bath. 

We only do the season of Lent, the season of “preparation,” once a year.  Now I don’t want 

you to think that you only have to take a “bath or shower” once a year.  That would not be 

good.  I’d have to hold my nose to do a children’s sermons of you only bathed once a year.  We 

all mess up, make mistakes, sin, throughout the year, so we need to repent, take a bath 

regularly, often.   

But Lent is a special time to “clean up.”  It’s a time to really focus for 6 weeks on all the 

ways we’ve messed up.  Especially ways we didn’t really notice or realize we’ve messed up.  

It’s almost like doing a 6 week shower to make sure you get all the dirt and all the stink out of 

your life.  We all want to be as clean as we possibly can when we get to Easter and celebrate 

the Resurrection of our Lord Jesus.   

So, are you guys willing to scrub extra hard during this season of Lent, and try to find all the 

ways you’ve sinned and messed up so you can repent, and be super clean for Easter?  Great! 
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Adult Sermon: 

Both of our readings today are really interesting and challenging.  Our reading from Genesis 

is the 2nd version of the Creation Story.  I think we can all agree that we have to read both 

versions of the Creation Story in the first few chapters of Genesis, metaphorically, not literally.  

Why?  First, because we now have a better scientific understanding of evolution, of how the 

Earth and all the plants and creatures were formed.  These Genesis stories don’t “literally” 

describe the creation process.  And secondly, because they don’t match up.  In the 1st version, 

humanity is created on the sixth day, after all plants and birds and animals were created.  In 

the 2nd version, God creates humanity first, and then creates the Garden of Eden and all the 

plants and animals.   

But even though they don’t match up, both creation stories are rich and strong in 

metaphors that tell us the truth about who God is and how God is connected with all Creation, 

including humanity.  That reminds me of an old saying about Scripture my mother-in-law, 

Bernie, remembered from her beloved Catholic priest:  “Everything in Holy Scripture is true; 

and some of it actually happened.” 

Even the parts of Scripture that we believe are literally true, we still need to learn to read 

them “metaphorically” so that we can discern the underlying, deeper truth and hold on to it.  

So we can use that truth as a guide, a source of wisdom for the challenges we face in our 

world.   

In the version of the Creation story we read today, we have the encounter between Eve 

and the Serpent.  Eve knows she is not supposed to eat of “the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil.” But the serpent peaks her curiosity.  “You will not die; for God knows that when you 

eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”  Wouldn’t 

it be good for humanity to know the difference between good and evil?  And the fruit looks 

good.  The tree and the fruit could make Eve wise.  Why not?  So she ate it.  And she 

persuaded her husband to eat it.  And sure enough, their eyes were opened.  They saw things 

they had never seen before, including their nakedness.  And, things went downhill fast. 

What does this deeply “metaphorical” story mean?  I don’t think there is one correct 

interpretation; only one correct understanding.  I think it can have multiple metaphorical 

meanings.  It can stir up multiple “Epiphanies” (even in the season of Lent).   

One way of seeing this is an example of the ongoing clash between two Kingdoms, which 

are constantly clashing throughout Scripture, and constantly clashing in our daily lives.   

Basically two different ways of seeing or being in the world.  The Kingdom of God verses the 

Kingdom of the world.  Adam and Eve were living in the Kingdom of God, living very close to 

their Creator, in an incredible, holy world.  But they were tempted by the Serpent, who 

represents the Devil or forces of evil, to step into the “Kingdom of the world,” a world where 
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we are more “self-focused.”  It sounded good, to gain more wisdom, the knowledge of the 

difference between good and evil.  Why not eat of the best fruit in the Garden?  Why would 

God not want us to experience a newer and deeper wisdom?   

Temptation doesn’t always look “evil,” or “malicious” on the surface.  Sometimes it looks 

like a more fruitful and abundant path for us, a way to enhance our lives.  Why not try it out?  

Even though Eve and Adam knew they were not supposed to eat of the fruit of the “tree of 

knowledge of good and evil,” it seemed to be stupid to not know more, to understand on a 

deeper level.  Surely God wants humanity to be wise!  This opportunity to enrich their lives in 

this world, distracted and drew them away from the Kingdom of God. 

 

Our Gospel reading is equally interesting and challenging.  And we are again faced with 

similar challenges to those in our Genesis story.  First, do we read this story of Jesus being 

tempted in the wilderness, literally or metaphorically?  Did Jesus literally have a face to face 

encounter with the Devil in the wilderness?  Did the Devil literally challenge him, after 40 days 

of fasting, to turn stones into bread?  Did the Devil literally swoop Jesus up out of the 

wilderness and fly him to the pinnacle of the Temple? (which would have been a long flight 

from the wilderness near the Jordon River, where Jesus was baptized)   Did the Devil really 

challenge Jesus to jump off the pinnacle of the temple so he could be gloriously saved by 

angels?  Did the devil literally swoop Jesus up from the roof of the temple in Jerusalem, and fly 

him to a high mountain so he could see all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor?  

(Must have been a really high mountain to see “all the kingdoms of the world.”)  Did the devil 

really offer Jesus an opportunity to become king of all the nations of the world? 

What is really going on here?  Are we to read this literally?  Or are these again intense 

metaphors which God is offering to us to help us understand what temptation can really look 

like, on a much deeper level?  Jesus probably did retreat into the wilderness after his baptism 

to contemplate and clarify in his own mind the direction God was calling him to go.  And God 

may have been able to speak to Jesus more deeply through dreams or metaphorical stories.  

Either way, whether it’s literally true or metaphorical experiences of Jesus, we need to see the 

“metaphorical” truth, which we can then apply to our own life journey. 

Again, one way of reading this deeply metaphorical story, is a clash between two kingdoms:  

the Kingdom of God, and the Kingdom of the world.  If you had the power to do so, to turn 

rocks into bread, why not end a fast after 40 days; that’s enough.  Why continue to fast and 

suffer?  Why not demonstrate to the people your incredibly deep relationship with God by 

jumping off the roof of the Temple, and letting God’s angels swoop down to save him?  Surely 

God would not let his son the Messiah die falling off the roof of the temple!  What a powerful 

way to demonstrate, that Jesus really is holy, divine!  Why not take control of all the kingdoms 
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of earth?  Wouldn’t Jesus have made a much deeper and broader impact on the world if he 

became the King of all nations?   

Metaphorically, Jesus is being tested, tempted not necessarily to do something “evil”, but 

rather to focus on himself, his own reputation, his potential for great power and prestige.  The 

Devil is not asking him to do anything that will harm others or is necessarily evil or malicious.  

He’s just tempting Jesus to focus on the Kingdom of the world, instead of the Kingdom of God.   

As with the metaphor of the Genesis story, temptation doesn’t always look evil, or wrong.  

Sometimes it actually looks like a more fruitful and abundant path.  Why not try it out?  But 

ultimately it can be wrong and evil if it is distracting us from whole-heartedly following and 

pursuing the Kingdom of God. 

Do most 1%ers engage in evil and wicked ways to accumulate all their wealth?  No, I don’t 

think so.  But have they been sucked into focusing on succeeding in the Kingdom of the world, 

instead of the Kingdom of God?  Perhaps.  And will that distract them from focusing on the 

Kingdom of God.   Yes. 

 

The Kingdom of God is a way of life that is not always easy and simple.  As we strive to stay 

focused on our “Kingdom of God” journey, how do we avoid the distractions or temptations 

that we know we will face from the Kingdom of the World?  Simply avoiding “evil” is not 

enough.  How do we stay on track?  How do we stay focused on the Kingdom of God?   

I think the best guide is Love.  Who am I trying to love?  What does it look like to love in this 

situation?  in this time and place?  When you open your eyes and see the hungry, the 

disenfranchised, the disabled, the immigrants fleeing violence in their countries, the exploited, 

the dying, how do you respond?  Do you love yourself?  Stay focused on my needs, my journey 

to success?  Or do you focus on loving your neighbor?  Trying to address their needs that are 

often much greater than our own?   

 

The Kingdom of God is all about Loving others.   

 

The Kingdom of the world is mostly about me. 


