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Sermon for the First Sunday in Lent, March 5, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A: Genesis 2:4b–9, 15–17, 25–3:7; Psalm 51:1–13; Romans 5:12–19*; Matthew 4:1–11 

 
Dr. Mark Davis in his online scripture blog, “Left 
Behind and Loving it,”1 suggests, for grammatical 
reasons, that instead of hearing the devil say, “If you 
are the Son of God, [then] command these stones . . . 
throw yourself down [from the building]; . . . fall down 
and worship me,”2 we should only use the word “if” in 
the first two tests. Instead, we should use the word, 
“since.” Checking the dictionary, he’s not wrong.3 
 
I think there is another important reason to look at the 
dialogue this way: in Mark, Matthew, and Luke, the 
devil, or devils, always know and recognize who Jesus 
is; yet Jesus’ own disciples will not really understand 
who he is until the morning of the resurrection. The 
devil has sought out Jesus in this story precisely 
because he knows who Jesus really is. 
 

                            
1 http://leftbehindandlovingit.blogspot.com/2014/03/will-this-be-on-test.html, 
(Accessed 27 February 2017). 
2 Matthew 4:3–9. 
3 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian 
Literature, rev. and ed. Frederick William Danker, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “εί,” 277. 
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So following Dr. Davis, we could hear the gospel as, 
“Since you are the Son of God, [then] command . . . 
since you are the Son of God, [then] throw yourself 
down.” But for the third test, there’s a change in the 
grammar. The third is the test that really matters: “the 
devil took [Jesus] to a very high mountain and showed 
him [kingdoms and glory] . . . [and] said to him, ‘All 
these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship 
me.’ ”4 Jesus replied, “Go away, Satan!”5 
 
The New Testament, much more than the Hebrew 
Scriptures, is a world populated by angels, devils, and 
Satan. That said, the narratives of the Old and the 
New Testaments are really and mostly about God and 
God’s relationship with women and men. The 
fundamental religious questions for humankind have 
not changed much over the millennia of human 
history: “Is there a God?”; “Who is God?”; “What 
does God want from us?”; and “What does God want 
from me?” 
 
For what it’s worth, Satan makes no appearance in the 
first five books of the Bible, though God’s angels—

                            
4 Matthew 4:8–9. 
5 Matthew 4:10. My translation. 
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messengers—abound in Genesis and Exodus. In the 
creation story of the human and the woman—Adam 
and Eve don’t get personal names until they are being 
cast out of the garden6—there’s a talking serpent, not 
a devil.7 
 
It was a little surprising to me to learn that the 
monastic chants taken from this story in the 
Benedictine tradition—at least for the monks, if not 
also the nuns—actually omit the role of the woman in 
the story of the fall—in other words they don’t blame 
it on the woman. They blame Adam. The liturgy puts 
the question of obedience on the human, as it were, 
on the individual.8 
 
In the Old Testament, Moses and Elijah both fasted 
for forty days. But for his forty days Moses was on 
Mount Sinai, alone with God; Exodus says nothing 
more than that.9 It doesn’t imply that he was fasting. 
Elijah, in the First Book of the Kings, had fled for his 
safety. He was hungry. He was fed by an angel.10 

                            
6 Genesis 3:20; 4:1. 
7 Genesis 3:1. 
8 Derek A. Olsen, Reading Matthew with Monks: Liturgical Interpretation in Anglo-
Saxon England (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2015), 142–43. 
9 Exodus 24:18. 
10 1 Kings 19:8. 
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Christian writers since antiquity have seen Jesus’ fast 
of forty days and forty nights as a sign of the mystery 
of his humanity and divinity.11 
 
This week as I worked on a homily for Ash 
Wednesday, I found myself wondering how our 
understanding of today’s gospel might be different if 
the story of Jesus’ fast and testing had landed in the 
Easter Season and not at the beginning of Lent. It is, 
after all, a story about how the baptized Jesus, who has 
heard his Father recognize him as his beloved Son, 
responded to the Spirit and to the life and death to 
which he was called. In Matthew that is a life of 
obedience to God and to the Word of God. 
 
I didn’t meet Patrick Regan, the retired abbot of Saint 
Joseph’s Abbey in Covington, Louisiana, when he was 
abbot and I was a curate in Baton Rouge, but I 
attended services there more than once. He died last 
month on February 8. He was an important liturgical 
scholar, and in retirement he wrote and taught in 
Rome. He was only 79 years old. I met him in Rome 
about ten years ago. 

                            
11 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1–7: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2007), 153–54. 
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He did a great deal of important work on the major 
liturgies of Holy Week and Easter Day. I know from 
his reaction that he did not like the idea of the practice 
of having the people take the part of Jesus on Palm 
Sunday and Good Friday. In his tradition, that’s a role 
associated with a priest or a bishop. 
 
Of course, I didn’t challenge him. But our Anglican 
theological tradition would see the congregation of 
baptized people as the primary presence of Christ; our 
theological tradition sees the congregation’s pastors as 
the congregation’s servants. I believe you and I, as the 
baptized, should try to continue to grow in our 
understanding of the meaning of Paul’s words to the 
Corinthians, “You are the body of Christ and 
individually members of it.”12  
 
I enjoyed economics as an undergraduate, and I follow 
a couple of academic blogs—I can’t follow the 
quantitative stuff—I don’t know enough math for 
that; but theory is interesting. Yesterday I came across 
an article by Russ Roberts, an economist at Stanford 
University’s Hoover Institution. It included this 
quotation from observation, “It is useful to know that 

                            
12 1 Corinthians 12:27. 
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40% of the American work force was in agriculture in 
1900 and now the number is 2%. It is useful to 
understand that that transition  . . . did not lead to 
mass unemployment and starvation . . . No economist 
in 1900 could have figured out what farmers, horse-
shoers, ice deliverers, street-sweepers, and so forth 
would do when those jobs disappeared. The people 
involved did. Knowledge of our own ignorance is 
useful.”13 
 
I think that’s an economist’s way of inviting our 
humility before what may or may not lie ahead in our 
very human lives. I would add, humankind figured it 
out with the help of God. 
 
The creation story from Genesis isn’t the only Old 
Testament passage strongly associated with this 
gospel, including all of the passages from which Jesus 
drew his responses to the devil. Let me close with two 
verses from a passage Jesus drew on: Moses said to the 
congregation of the people of Israel, “You shall 
remember all the way which the LORD your God has 
led you these forty years in the wilderness, that he 

                            
13 https://medium.com/@russroberts/what-do-economists-know-
199bf5793ae6#.o31ulrzbm, (Accessed 4 March 2017). 

https://medium.com/@russroberts/what-do-economists-know-199bf5793ae6#.o31ulrzbm
https://medium.com/@russroberts/what-do-economists-know-199bf5793ae6#.o31ulrzbm
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might humble you, testing you to know what was in 
your heart.”14 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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14 Deuteronomy 8:2. 


