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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Every other year in the Daily Office we begin reading the book of 

Genesis at Morning Prayer several weeks before the start of Lent. 

It used to be every year for nearly 1,400 years, up until the late 

20th century. I mentioned in Advent (although I don’t expect 

anybody to remember this) that the Church doesn’t begin her 

annual cycle of daily Bible reading at the beginning of the Bible. 

Novels and other books are meant to be read from beginning to 

end. And there are some very good plans for reading the entire 

Bible in a year, starting at Genesis 1 and going straight through to 

Revelation 22. But liturgical churches order their Bible reading 

around the seasons of the Church year. And those seasons are 

ordered around the earthly life and ministry of Jesus. It’s a way of 

focussing in depth on all the major events. And then in the Long 

Green Season after Pentecost we can dig deep into his teaching.  

That’s why on the first Sunday in Lent, the forty-day season of 

fasting and prayer, we always read one of the gospel accounts of 

how Jesus, after his forty days of fasting and prayer prior to 

beginning his ministry, was visited and tempted by Satan. Genesis 

tells us why Jesus came in the first place. He came to undo the 

damage Satan caused at the beginning of creation, starting with 

Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. It actually goes back further 

than that, to Satan’s rebellion against God, when he was still a 

high-ranking archangel named Lucifer, the light bearer. 

Genesis describes how, very early on, God’s creation had been 

plunged into the darkness of sin when our first ancestors believed 

the devil’s lie that they could be equal to God. He tempted them 

to grasp after things that were beyond their reach, things that 

aren’t his to give, things he himself had tried to take from God, 

for which he was cast down from heaven. And the whole creation 



has been suffering the consequences of that first temptation ever 

since. The bottom line is that only God can make it right again. 

And the only way for him to do that was by sending his Son into 

his creation to absorb all the sin of the world into himself on the 

cross, where it’s destroyed once and for all. That’s why we begin 

reading Genesis before Lent begins. 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth, and he 

saw that everything that he made was very good, and on the 

seventh day he rested. That’s the first two chapters of Genesis in 

a nutshell. Then comes chapter three: Adam and Eve were told 

explicitly by God that they were free to eat of any tree in the 

garden except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, “for in 

the day that you eat of it,” he warned them, “you shall surely die” 

(Gen 2.17). That’s because the fruit of that tree is the compulsion to 

sin, and sin leads to death. Then along comes the devil, described 

in the text as a serpent, who said to Eve, “You will not surely 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.” To a couple of 

completely naïve humans, knowledge of good and evil must have 

seemed like a pretty helpful thing to possess. The only thing was 

that, before that moment, there was no evil in the world. So what 

good is the knowledge of something that doesn’t exist?  

The marketing industry understands well how to create a demand 

for a product that nobody really needs. And guess where they got 

that idea! “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was 

good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for 

gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to 

her husband, who was with her, and he ate it” (Gen 3:6). The serpent 

had launched the first successful marketing campaign, and thus 

evil entered into the world. I’m not saying that the marketing 

industry is evil, but their chief tactic is to cultivate materialistic 

desires, what the Church calls the desires of the flesh, then use 

those to tempt consumers to buy what they’re selling, and to make 

them want it so bad that they’ll sink themselves in debt in order 

to get it.  



It’s not that evil hadn’t existed before that moment. Satan had 

already tried to throw the heavens into turmoil. St John describes 

it in the last book of the Bible:  

Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels 

fighting against the dragon; and the dragon and his 

angels fought, but they were defeated and there was no 

longer any place for them in heaven. And the great 

dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is 

called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole 

world– he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels 

were thrown down with him.” (Rev 12.7-9) 

John uses all those names for the devil because he wants there to 

be no doubt that it’s this same fallen angel who caused turmoil in 

heaven, who is responsible for introducing sin into the world by 

successfully tempting Adam and Eve, who unsuccessfully 

tempted Jesus, and who was finally defeated when all his 

nefarious work was destroyed at the moment Jesus died on the 

cross. He had done all he could in heaven. But since his self-

appointed mission is to frustrate God’s purposes at every turn, he 

resolved to do it through avenues that were still open to him. So 

he begins at the beginning– our beginning; and he zeroes in on the 

creatures that God made in his own image, and whom God set in 

authority over all the earth– man and woman. 

I keep jumping to the end of the Bible because what St John says 

there has a lot to do both with the Genesis passage that I’ve been 

talking about, and with today’s gospel. John continues, “And 

when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, 

he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child. But 

the woman was given the two wings of the great eagle so that she 

might fly from the serpent into the wilderness, to the place where 

she is to be nourished...” (Rev 12.13-14). The mention of eagle’s 

wings, by the way, refers to God’s ability to rescue his people 

from harm, similar to the way an eagle will rescue her young by 

carrying them on her wings. The woman that John refers to is 

Israel, God’s faithful people who have been longing for a messiah 

to come to them as a mother longs for her baby to be born (cf. Micah 



4.10-13). And Jesus is her child, for he was born of Israel to be the 

Savior of the world. John says, “she brought forth a male child, 

one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron...” (Rev 12.5). 

(There’s also a sense in which the woman described here is Mary; 

but we don’t want to confuse things by going into that now.) 

Just before that verse, John writes, “And the dragon stood before 

the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her 

child he might devour it” (12.4). That brings us into today’s gospel. 

As soon as Jesus, the Savior child who was born to mother Israel, 

begins his ministry by being baptized, he heads straight out into 

the wilderness which, you might have picked up from one of the 

Revelation passages I read, is not a place of desolation, but a place 

of spiritual nourishment and refreshment. And Jesus needed lots 

of that because he was also going out there to face the temptations 

of the devil. 

So here, once again, Satan is able to come face to face with God, 

in the Person of Jesus, and challenge him the way he did before 

he was thrown down from heaven. And even though he fails again 

to dethrone God– and he probably already knew he would– he’s 

got to try because, if he could destroy the Savior of the world, 

then the world would forever be under his control. Satan tempts 

Jesus by offering him power that the Son of God already 

possesses, power that’s not even Satan’s in the first place. He’s 

not quite as persuasive as he was with Eve. “And the dragon stood 

before the woman who was about to give birth,” John says, “so 

that when she bore her child he might devour it.” So I would 

suggest to you that what John is describing here is the temptation 

in the wilderness by which Satan attempted to devour Jesus. 

At the end of Revelation 12 John says, “Then the dragon became 

furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of 

her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and 

hold to the testimony of Jesus” (12.17). “The rest of her offspring” 

are the Church. She is the offspring of faithful Israel, often 

referred to as the New Israel, and is the one who, like her mother, 

keeps the commandments of God, and also holds to the testimony 



of Jesus. So what does all this mean? It means that since he 

couldn’t destroy Jesus in the wilderness, The devil’s main 

objective in his war against God now is to destroy the Church by 

causing turmoil within, and tempting its members to turn their 

back on God the way he persuaded Adam and Eve to do. 

To this end, these lessons from Scripture offer us both warnings 

and encouragements. The message of Genesis is that sin entered 

the world through the first humans, and has subsequently infected 

us all. The predisposition to sin is a trait that we have all inherited, 

which is illustrated over and over throughout the rest of the book 

of Genesis. As St Paul teaches, we have all sinned and fallen short 

of the divine glory that our first ancestors cast off through their 

original disobedience (Romans 3.23). The lesson from today’s gospel 

is that the devil is out to seduce all of us. And the greater our 

commitment to God, the harder the devil is going to work to 

demoralize us– to devour us. The real spiritual battle in a person’s 

life begins at baptism. That’s when God puts his initial mark on 

us and counts us among “those who keep the commandments of 

God and hold to the testimony of Jesus,” so that’s when the battle 

intensifies. Those are the warnings. 

The encouragements in today’s readings are in the psalm and the 

second lesson. The psalmist says that the Lord shall deliver the 

faithful from the snare of the hunter and hide them under his 

wings, and that he will send his angels to protect them– the very 

passage the devil cited in tempting Jesus. And because Jesus 

didn’t give in to temptation, the promise of the psalm was 

fulfilled, for as Matthew says in his telling of this event, “Then 

the devil left [Jesus], and behold, angels came and ministered to 

him.” Paul assures the faithful that as long as we confess the 

Lordship of Christ and believe with all our heart that he’s risen 

from the dead, we’ll be safe. And Jesus, in his responses to the 

three temptations demonstrates that reliance on the Word of the 

Lord rightly interpreted, not twisted the way the devil did it, will 

go a long way toward building up our resistance to temptation. 



And so Jesus calls us to pray in the words of the simple prayer 

that he taught us, “Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from 

evil.” By praying in this way, by trusting in his assurances, and 

by seeking the strength that only he can supply, through hearing 

his Word, receiving the sacraments, and by the power of the 

indwelling Holy Spirit, is how we allow him to have the victory 

in our lives over our common enemy, and how he brings us out of 

death into life everlasting. In the Name of… 
a.m.d.g. 

Ian C. Wetmore+ 


