
Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 1 01/03/20 

… by the one man’s obedience  
 
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7 
Psalm 32 
Romans 5:12-19 
Matthew 4:1-11 
 
Text: Romans 5:19 
For just as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man’s 
obedience the many will be made righteous. 
 
Introduction 
“All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.” (Isaiah 53:6) 
“They have all gone astray, they are all alike perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not 
one.” (Psalm 14:3) “For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23) 
“Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed 
upon all men, for that all have sinned.” (Romans 5:12) You get the picture; every human is 
implicated. 
 
1. In many respects the old, old story of Genesis 3 is a timeless story about the history of every 
man and every woman, for “Adam” is Hebrew for “everyman” and “Eve” for “mother of all the 
living”.  According to the old story God has placed us in a garden abounding in trees: “every tree 
that is pleasant to the sight and good for food”.  God has placed us in a setting that delights us 
and nourishes us abundantly.  In addition to the myriad trees in Eden (“Eden” being Hebrew for 
“delight”) there are two extraordinary trees: the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil.  The tree of life symbolizes the fact that the origin of life and the conditions of life and 
the blessings of life rest in God; the tree of life symbolizes this and reminds us of it.   
 
In addition to the tree of life there stands the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  “Good and 
evil” does not mean “good plus evil”.  “Good-and-evil” (virtually one word) is a semitism, a 
Hebrew expression meaning “everything, the sum total of human possibilities, everything that 
we can imagine.”  To know, in Hebrew is to have intimate acquaintance with, to experience.  In 
forbidding us to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil God is warning us against 
intimate acquaintance with the sum total of everything that we can imagine.  He is warning us 
against thinking we must experience or even may experience whatever we can dream up.  In 
other words, God has set a limit to human self-extension; God has set a limit to our extending 
ourselves into anything at all that the mind and heart can invent. 
 
Why has God set such a limit?  Why does he urge us to become intimately acquainted with 
everything that is both nourishing and delightful, both essential to life and culturally rich—and 
then in the same breath warn us not to become intimately acquainted with “good and evil”?  He 
sets such a limit just because he loves us; he sets this limit for our blessing.  God, who is good in 
himself, wants only what is good for us. 
 
Good?  We don’t think that God is good when he tells us, “Every tree except the one tree”; we 
think he’s arbitrary.  After all, he didn’t consult us when he decided where the boundary line was 
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to be; he simply told us; arbitrary (we say).  The root human problem is that we disparage the 
goodness of God. 
 
2. In the midst of this Biblical picture of the human disparaging of God’s goodness, the 
obedience of the one man Jesus Christ is set before us.  The gospel asserts that in Jesus, God has 
come among us and lived the human life in complete trust of the goodness of God and in doing 
so his obedience is both our example and our salvation.  The Apostle Paul asserts that for the 
believer “your life is hidden with Christ in God.” (Colossians 3:3) As we cling to Jesus Christ in 
faith when God sees us he sees the obedient Son in whom he is ever pleased; our Lord’s 
obedience accrues to our benefit. 
 
In Matthew’s gospel, as in Mark and Luke, the story of Jesus’ wilderness experience that 
included the devil’s temptations follows immediately after the story of Jesus’ baptism; follows 
immediately after the voice from heaven declares, “This is my Son, the beloved, with him I am 
well pleased.”  What sort of Son will he be? In relating the temptation story immediately after 
this baptism event Matthew wants us to understand that Jesus is the Son who remains completely 
obedient in the face of temptation to distrust the goodness of God. 
 
In that Genesis 3 story the serpent asks with seeming innocence, “Did God say?  Did God say 
you weren’t to eat of that one tree?”  The serpent hasn’t exactly lied: at no point does it say, 
“God never said….”  While the serpent never exactly lies, neither does it ever exactly tell the 
truth.  The serpent (subtlety personified) smuggles in the assumption—without ever saying so 
explicitly—that God’s word, God’s command is subject to our assessment. 
 
The subtlety takes the form of a question that appears innocent but in fact is a doubt-producing 
question with a hidden agenda.  What’s more, the doubt-producing question is an exaggeration: 
“Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden?’”  Any tree?  There’s the 
exaggeration.  God has forbidden us to eat of one tree, one tree only. 
 
Eve decides to correct the serpent.  Surely there’s no harm in correcting an exaggeration.  But for 
her there is, for as soon as she attempts to correct the serpent she’s been drawn into the serpent’s 
territory.  When first she heard “Did God say?” the only thing for her to do was to ignore the 
proffered subtlety.  Correcting it looks harmless but is ultimately fatal, for now she’s been drawn 
into the tempter’s world. 
 
Isn’t it the case that as soon as you and I begin to reason with sin we are undone?  As soon as we 
begin to reason with temptation we’re finished.  Temptation can only be repudiated, never 
reasoned with, for the longer we reason with it the longer we entertain it; and the longer we 
entertain it the faster our reasoning becomes rationalization—and rationalization, as everyone 
knows, is perfectly sound reasoning in the service of an unacceptable end. 
 
I invite you now to note something about the story of Jesus’ temptation.  While there is an enemy 
who shows up and plays a prominent role there is no special focus on the role of the devil as 
such; we aren’t encouraged to figure out the devil.  Rather, the interest in the story is in the 
content of the temptations and the nature of their rebuff.  The focus is on Jesus repudiating 
temptation.  Jesus spends no time trying to correct the adversary; his responses are, in each case, 
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a repudiation of the temptation.  I invite you to reflect with me on Jesus’ rebuffing these 
temptations. 
 
3. (a) The tempter came and said to him, ‘If you are the Son of God, command these stones to 
become loaves of bread.’  At one time I was inclined to read this temptation as the devil’s 
attempt to cast doubt— the “if” clause read as questioning.  “Are you really the Son? Prove it.”  I 
am now more of the mind that the “if” clause is better understood as the basis of possibilities.  “If 
you are the Son of God then think of the possibilities that such a status affords you!  Here, turn 
these stones to bread”, says the tempter invitingly. 
 
Jesus is fresh from the experience of his own baptism and knows his special status confirmed 
when the voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved.”  The devil suggests that his 
sonship is a privilege to be exploited for himself personally.  “Look, Jesus, you are out here in 
the wilderness, no one is around to see you, what is the possible harm in you turning a couple of 
stones to bread so you don’t die of hunger?”  Will Jesus exploit his status for his own benefit?  
The Apostle Paul will write of Jesus’ self-giving that “though he was in the form of God, he did 
not regard equality with God as something to be exploited.” (Philippians 2:6) 
 
We are told in the gospel that Jesus is the manifest face of God; what we see in the Son we know 
to be identical with the heart of the One Jesus called the Father.  In this wilderness story we see 
that Jesus repudiates the devil’s temptation.  Jesus clings to the word of God given to Israel in 
her wilderness experience as he repudiates each temptation.  To this first one Jesus states, ‘It is 
written, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of 
God.” (Deuteronomy 8:3)  Bread is important for life but is not ultimate.  
 
The Lord we serve will never exploit his status for his own benefit.  In our following of him we 
find that he came not to be served but to serve.  As Lord of all, Jesus has the rightful place to 
claim our obedience to him; in this temptation moment we see that in whatever he requires of us 
in our obedience to him we are never exploited to serve his advancement.  Jesus who refuses to 
use stones for bread to satisfy his own hunger will not use people to satisfy some need of his 
own. 
 
(b) In the second temptation Jesus is taken to the pinnacle of the temple and invited to test God’s 
promise of protection.   Here Jesus is called upon to face the issues of divine protection and to 
demand that God act on the basis of his privileged status as the Son of God.  The devil says, “If 
you are the Son of God, throw yourself down,” and then cites a scriptural promise of God’s 
protection, “He commands his angels concerning you.”  It is interesting to note that at the end of 
the temptations when the devil left, Matthew tells us that “angels came and waited on him.” 
 
Jesus again repudiates the tempter.  “Again it is written, “Do not put the Lord your God to the 
test.”  Jesus has come among us to live this human life for us—will he abandon his mission by 
invoking special status to avoid the travails of human existence?  His status as Son of God will 
not be used in order to create a softer landing for himself as he faces this life.  As the Apostle 
Paul noted “but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.” 
(Philippians 2:7) 
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Jesus refuses to trade on the promises of God to serve his own purposes.  In this action he shows 
us that God’s demands on our lives are never at our expense; we are never treated as things or 
objects to be cast aside.  The believer can trust that our Lord’s actions in our lives aren’t for 
some dubious purpose—his purposes are to save us. 
 
(c) In this final temptation the devil offers Jesus the kingdoms of this world if he will just switch 
allegiance.  The glory of the kingdoms of this world are being contrasted with the heavenly 
kingdom Jesus brings, the kingdom that he will proclaim is near, as he takes up his Galilean 
ministry.  Jesus will have none of it. “Jesus said to him, ‘Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 
“Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.” ’  
 
Of this temptation theologian Helmut Thielicke wrote, “(Jesus) rose up from the place where the 
kingdoms of the world shimmered before him, where crowns flashed and banners rustled, and 
hosts of enthusiastic people were ready to acclaim him, and quietly walked the way of poverty 
and suffering to the cross.”  Or as the Apostle Paul wrote, “And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross.” 
 
When you consider Jesus and his life over against the leaders of this world and see in him his 
complete refusal to be corrupted by the trappings of power or the lure of wealth or the seductions 
of popularity. We know we walk in the company of one who is not like us.  He shows us the 
heart of God who purposes to be completely for us.   
 
Conclusion 
In this story of Jesus’ temptation Matthew wants to tell his hearers something important about 
the Saviour we serve.  We have probed these temptations today to see for ourselves that Jesus 
can be trusted to be always this one we see here in the wilderness in these temptations.  No 
subtly of temptation will derail him from giving himself for our sakes.  The purity of his heart in 
his purposes for us can be trusted never to fail. 
 
… by the one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous. Amen. 
 
 


