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Genesis 2: 15-17; 3: 1-7 (NRSV) 
 

15 
The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. 

16 
And the LORD 

God commanded the man, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; 
17 

but of the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”  

3 Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the LORD God had made. He said to 

the woman, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 
2 
The woman said to the 

serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 
3 
but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit 

of the tree that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’ ” 
4 
But the serpent 

said to the woman, “You will not die; 
5 

for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, 

and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 
6 
So when the woman saw that the tree was good for 

food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took 

of its fruit and ate; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 
7 
Then the eyes 

of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made 

loincloths for themselves.  

 
 
Scene 1: (Apple) 

 
“Bobby” is sitting at a desk staring at an apple. Two puppets appear at either shoulder – 
Puppet “A” at his right wearing a white shirt and looking very clean-cut and well groomed, 
puppet “D” at his left wearing nothing and looking wild and unkempt.  Whenever speaking, 
Puppet D draws out the “s” in words… 
 
D: Delicious looking, isn’t it?  Don’t you wonder if it tastes as good as it looks? 
 
A: Don’t even think about it.  You know where it came from.   
 
D: How can something that looks that good be bad?   
 
A: God told you not to eat anything from that tree! 
 
D: But why?  What is the Almighty trying to hide?   
 
A: God isn’t trying to hide anything – surely it is for your own good.  
 
D: Or is it?  Maybe it is for God’s own good.  Maybe God just wants to horde the good 

stuff?  
 
A: Or maybe God knows it won’t be good for you.  Maybe God is trying to protect you. 
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D: O don’t even try the, (In a mock declaratory tone) “If you even so much as touch the 
fruit, you shall surely die” bit.  She picked it.  She ate it.  Nothing happened.  She’s still 
here.  God is deceiving the two of you. 

 
A: Not true.  It’s no good. 
 
D: Come on, man.  Just take a bite.  What could one little taste hurt?   
 
A: Just say no, man! 
 
D: Or you could say, yesss! 
 
 
Bobby reaches out, takes the apple, looks at it a moment, and takes a bite.   
 
Puppet D throws up his hands in victory and exits.  Puppet A lowers head and exits.   
 
 
Interlude: 

 
Temptation.   
The battle between right and wrong – good versus evil.   
 
Sometimes it is very simple.   
Do this.  Don’t do that.   
Eat this.  Don’t eat that.   
Don’t drink this 
Don’t look at that. 
Don’t go there. 
 
For those of us who struggle with addiction, temptation is an ever present reality, and the 
struggle of our higher selves against our personal demons is a constant labor. 
 
But we make a mistake when we think of temptation only in black and white terms.  Much of 
our lives are lived in the grey areas – and ethical dilemmas are generally much more subtle 
and nuanced.  Temptations exist every time we make a choice, every time we say yes or no to 
something, every time we move in one direction or another or when we fail to move at all.  
Competing voices clamor for our attention, pulling us in different directions. 
 
So, to help us imagine how this might look in the life of a real person, we are going to take a 
look at a few scenes from the life and times of a certain young man.  In order to protect his 
identity and the identities of those close to him, we’ll call him “Bobby.”  (*wink*) 
 
In the first scene, Bobby is in sixth grade.  We join him the night before a book report is due in 
his English class… 
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Scene 2:  (Hardy Boys Book, Paper and Pen in drawer) 
 
“Bobby” is sitting at a desk, looking desperately at his book… 
 
Bobby: O, what am I going to do?  I am sooo dead… 

“Bobby” puts his head down on the desk in despair.  Puppets A and D appear at either 
shoulder…  

D: (Mockingly)  O, look.  They’re so precious when they’re upset.   

A: Give him a break, he is obviously having a hard night. 

D: (With sarcasm) O, my apologies.  We wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings, now would we?  
He might not be able to finish his homework! 

A: It looks like that is inevitable at this point.   

D: Ah phooey!  He can still get his report done, he just has to be a little resourceful, that’s 
all.   

Bobby lifts his head, as if beginning to have a new thought 

A: What are you talking about?  There’s no way he can get his reading done AND have 
time to write a report. 

D: I didn’t say anything about reading.   

Bobby’s eyes brighten, as if the lights are starting to come on.   

A: No, he wouldn’t dare! 

D: And why not?  It’s a 6th grade report on a book of his choice.  All he has to do is choose 
a book his teacher hasn’t read, make up enough details to sound believable without 
being suspicious, and he is home free.   

A: But that would be lying…and cheating! 

D: You are such a prude.  

A: But what if he gets caught?   

D: (Arrogantly) Sometimes you gotta take chances if you want to get to the top.  But I don’t 
think that’s going to happen.  He just has to be smart about what book he chooses.  But 
I think the groundwork is already laid for success. 

A: I’m afraid to ask why… 

D: What are Bobby’s favorite books right now? 
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A: You mean when he actually takes the time to read like he is supposed to?  I guess it 
would be the Hardy Boys mysteries. 

D: Of course it is!  And how many Hardy Boys books are there now? 

A: Like 100. 

D: Try 190!  And what do you think are the chances that his teacher has read them all?   

A:  (Beginning to be resigned to the logic)  Probably pretty slim.   

D: I’d be willing to bet she hasn’t read 10 of them.  And even if she had read them at some 
point, do you really think she remembers them in any detail?  We aren’t exactly talking 
about high-end literature here – if you’ve read one Hardy Boys, you’ve read them all.  
No sir, I say as long as he comes up with a believable plot that sounds enough like the 
typical Hardy Boys stories we know and love, he is home free. 

A: But it isn’t right! 

D: Of course it isn’t.  But neither is getting in trouble over a stupid 6th grade book report.  
You know how his parents are. 

A: But he’ll get caught! 

D: I don’t think so.   

A: It’s not worth the risk! 

D: That’s for him to decide… 

Bobby takes a deep breath and then gets out paper and pencil.  He then reaches into the desk 
and pulls out a Hardy Boys book, looks long at the cover, and begins to write: 

Bobby: (Speaking out loud as he writes) The Hardy Boys #34: The Hooded Hawk 
Mystery…  The Hooded Hawk Mystery is yet another fantastic mystery in the 
Hardy Boys series.  The story opens with Frank and Joe Hardy  out cruising 
around with their buddy Chet in his jalopy, when they see an unusual hawk in a 
tree by the side of the road… 

Puppets and Bobby exit. 
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Interlude: 
 
Bobby completed his book report that night and got an “A” on what he handed in the next 
morning.  To this day, his audacious fraud has yet to be discovered.  So why is it that twenty 
some years later, Bobby still vividly remembers this incident with a strange mixture of pride 
and shame?   
 
For Bobby, this incident was the beginning of a realization that right and wrong is about more 
than following (or not following) the rules.  Giving in to the temptation to turn in a fraudulent 
book report actually paid off – Bobby achieved his desired ends of a good grade and pleased 
parents.  But those results came with a price – a nagging sense of guilt that haunted him, 
though it never moved him to confess his fraud and come clean.   
 
Why that was the case was a question that perplexed Bobby for a long time.  Was he just 
afraid to get in trouble?  Was he too closely bound to the positive results of his sixth grade 
fraud?   Was he just ashamed?   
 
Many years later, it dawned on Bobby that he was never really afraid of breaking the rules.  In 
fact, he was actually secretly proud of his ability to exploit the system to his advantage.  But 
what gnawed at him was his betrayal of a deeper value – an unnamed, but very operative 
piece of his developing ethical consciousness.  Behind the scenes, without conscious effort, 
that deeper and higher value would continue to grow in Bobby. 
 
We next look in on Bobby during his sophomore year in college.  It is a typical night before a 
major paper is due for one of his philosophy classes… 
 
 
 
Scene 3: (Keyboard, philosophy textbook) 

 
“Bobby” sits down at his desk, opens book, and readies keyboard…   

Bobby: (Takes a deep breath to settle in) Alright…(Checks watch)…13 hours until this 
baby is due.  With any luck, I can finish by 4 and still get 3 hours or so of sleep 
before my 8 o’clock.   

Bobby opens a book, reads a bit, and then starts typing.  As he does so, Puppets A and D 
appear at either shoulder… 

A: Well, would you look at that.  7 pm and our college sophomore is hard at work on his 
paper.  Maybe he’s finally growing up.  

D: Yeah, like this is going to last… 

A: You don’t know that. 

D: Actually, I do.  It’s really all I do know.  He is going to cave – the only question is how 
long it takes. 
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A: You are impossible.  One of these times, he IS going to resist.   

D: HAHA!  You know, they say you don’t have a sense of humor, but you really do.  That 
was a good one!   

A: I am serious. 

D: And that’s what makes it so funny! 

Bobby looks up, leans back in his chair, and takes a deep breath. 

D: Aaand here it comes… 

A: He’s just taking a breath. 

D: You keep telling yourself that, sport.  I, on the other hand, can see it coming a mile 
away…It starts with just a little stretch break.  Next thing you know he’ll have to get up 
to go the bathroom.  On the way across the hall, he’ll hear the sounds of his friends 
playing PlayStation three doors down, and he’ll walk over to see what they’re playing.  
He’ll watch for a few minutes, just to give his mind a break.  Then, when one of the 
people playing has to leave, they’ll invite him to play in their place.  He’ll think, “Why 
not? The night is young!”   

A: You’ve really thought this out, haven’t you? 

D: I’ve seen it all before.  And hour and a half later, when they finally turn off the 
PlayStation, he’ll head back to his room and sit down at his desk to work again.  But 
when he looks at his screen, he’ll see there a message on instant messenger from 
Sally, wondering if he’d like to play racquetball… 

A: I have a feeling I know where this is going.  He’s had a thing for Sally for months.  

D: Bingo.  No way he is turning that down.  So after changing, he’ll head to the gym for an 
hour or so.  By this point, it will be getting late, and being a gentleman, Bobby will 
certainly offer to walk Sally back to her dorm. 

A: I have a feeling she will accept.   

D: Tonight, of course.  Save the heartache for another night.  After all the small talk and 
flirting, our man of the hour will finally head back to his own dorm, just in time to meet 
his buddies on the way out to a Sheetz run.  When they ask if he wants to come, he 
only hesitates for a moment, because by this point he’s getting pretty hungry, and he 
has a long night ahead of him after all.  (Dramatically) And so, our Hero heads to 
Harrisonburg in his Homey’s Honda, hoping to halt his hunger… 

A: Now you’re just being dramatic! 

D: Well, I have to do something to spice things up.  I’ve seen this so many times, it bores 
me just thinking about it.  By the time Bobby actually gets to work on that paper, it will 
be 2 a.m.  He’ll get the thing done, but it will be half the paper it could have been.   
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A: How do you know this time won’t be different? 

D: Has it ever been?  Really my friend, all these years, and you have yet to appreciate the 
power of a few little distractions.   

A: But there is also power in resisting temptation! 

D: Of course!  But who can wield it?  Surely not Bobby.  He has all he can do to not eat 3 
cheeseburgers in the cafeteria every day at dinner! 

A:  That’s not fair – Bobby is better than that! 

D: If you say so.  But O, My! Look at the time!  I do believe it is time to pee!  Wait for 
it…wait for it… 

 

Bobby pushes his chair back and gets up from the desk.   

Puppet D gestures triumphantly at the empty chair, Puppet A droops his head in defeat. 

Both exit. 

 
Interlude: 
 
Distractions.   
 
At times, they seem like the plague of life – stealing minutes, and hours, and days from our 
lives; derailing our best intentions, miring us in busyness and perpetual mediocrity.   
 
They are certainly tempting.  And they are certainly not good, at least in cumulative effect.  But 
are they bad?  Does succumbing to their allure constitute evil at work?   
 
This is not an easy question to answer.  At face value, most distractions seem harmless – time 
wasted, perhaps, but not ultimately grievous.   
 
But in the midst of the distractions of college, Bobby found himself with a familiar nagging 
feeling.  That same deep value that was betrayed with his fraudulent sixth grade book report 
was likewise offended when Bobby repeatedly found his intentions the victim of his failure to 
resist the temptations of distraction, though he only made the connection in retrospect.   
 
What was it that was nagging at Bobby’s conscience?  Why did it feel so familiar?   
 
The answer came several years later, in another series of temptations in yet another context.  
Bobby is now married with a house, a mortgage, and a full time job as a pastor.  He is also a 
full-time seminary student, pursuing a divinity degree through a new distance learning program 
through his denominational seminary located an eight-hour drive from his home…



 8 

Scene 4: (Bible, Commentaries, Preaching journals, coffee) 
 
“Bobby” once again sits down at his desk surrounded with preaching resources...   

Bobby:  (Yawns.)  I have got to get this thing knocked out tonight.  Otherwise, I’ll have 
nothing on Sunday morning… 

Bobby starts typing.  Puppets A and D appear at either shoulder… 

A: He’s done for. 

D: Now why would you say that? 

A: Look at him, he’s exhausted.  There’s no way he can keep doing this.  

D: Fiddlesticks.  He’s still a healthy, young buck.  He’ll be fine.   

A: But he has to drive 8 hours tomorrow, and then be ready to participate in class for 
another 6 hours after that, only to do it again the next day in reverse.  And then he has 
to preach on Sunday morning! 

D: And… 

A: And what?  He can’t do it – it’s too much! 

D: Thoughtfully.  You may have a point.   

A: Of course I do, just look at him! 

D: Perhaps I can help. 

A: You?  Help?  What are you going to do?  Invite him to just blow it all off and go play golf 
tomorrow instead of driving to seminary?  Or maybe you’d suggest he get more energy 
by throwing in the towel on the diet that he’s been working so hard to keep? 

D: No, no.  That seminary intensive is too important to mess with – that’s his future.  And 
he HAS been doing fantastic with the diet.  I have to admit, I didn’t think he could do it, 
but 40 pounds later I have to say I was wrong.  To stick to the plan even while working 
full time AND going to school full time – the kid’s got some will power, I’ll give him that.  
No, even I have principles…the diet is off limits.   

A: Well, what then?   

D: One word: Homiletics.  Or if you want to go a bit more old fashioned, he could try Pulpit 
Resource.   

A: (Confused) What?!? 

D: Preaching journals my friend!   
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A: And how on earth would they help with this?  He already consults them regularly 
whenever he preaches. 

D: True.  But I don’t think Bobby is getting as much use out of them as he could. 

A: Go on… 

D: Well, Bobby is literally losing sleep tonight and many nights because he is working on 
his sermon.  But does he really need to work that hard? 

A: What are you insinuating?  

D: I’m just saying that he has several relevant, contemporary, and lectionary based 
sermons at his fingertips.  If you want to go with a traditional style, you’ve got Pulpit 
Resource.  If you want to go more contemporary and connect with current events, I’d go 
with Homiletics.  Either way, he’s already got at least two ready-made sermons ready to 
go for Sunday literally sitting on his desk.  All Bobby needs to do is pick which one to 
read.  Then he can go to bed.  You’re welcome. 

A: But that would be plagiarism.   

D: Not so.  Pastors do it all the time, especially during busy weeks – you know, the 
unexpected funerals and hospital calls and what not.  Why do you think they publish 
these journals anyway? 

A: Well, that’s a good point.  But he’d at least have to tell the congregation that is what he 
was doing.   

D: He could, but he wouldn’t have to.  If you look on the credits page in Homiletics, it says 
right there, and I quote, “You are free to quote material from Homiletics in your sermons 
and worship bulletins without further permission.”   

A: I didn’t know that.   

D: Moreover, as Bobby has been learning in seminary, preaching isn’t just about writing 
sermons.  It is also about presentation and delivery.  The sermon is a moment in time, 
not a written manuscript.  So even though it will be someone else’s writing, Bobby will 
make it his own in the preaching moment.   

A: I get what you are saying, but it just doesn’t feel right.  Seems too easy. 

D: But that’s what these journals are supposed to do – help preachers with their job – 
make it easier and better.  The people that write for them put in a lot of time and do a lot 
of work to make good resources available.  Using their material lets preachers 
everywhere give their time and energy to more pressing matters, like visiting the sick or 
leading Bible studies.  (Pointedly) Or attending seminary.  What is it keeping Bobby 
from making use of them, other than pride?   

A: I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but that actually makes a lot of sense.   
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D: I TOLD you I could help!  (All exit) 

 
 
Interlude: 
 
Rationalization.   
 
One of the oldest tricks in the book.  It can make the wrong seem right and the right seem 
wrong.  By leveling the playing field, it can turn temptation into an apparent morally neutral 
choice between two equals.  It is especially enticing because it’s logic is sound and can’t be 
refuted.  One of the greatest temptations we can face is the truth misused.   
 
In this case, Bobby had a breakthrough.  While he certainly was exhausted and perhaps in 
over his head, he saw this rationally sound solution to his troubles for what it was – a 
temptation.  And in that recognition, he also discerned the deep value that had been 
developing in his maturing consciousness – the commitment to excellence – the desire and the 
intention to always do his best, no matter what the cost.  Temptations to depart from this value 
had taken many forms throughout his young life, and any foray into something else had left 
Bobby feeling guilty and/or ashamed.  It wasn’t really about rules broken or yielding to 
distractions.  It was about a deep value unfulfilled – a call unanswered.   
 
But as with all things, nothing in life is simple.  And Bobby has found that even with the 
recognition of this value, there are still plenty of gray areas.  Values can become idols if not 
balanced with discernment.   
 
With that in mind, let us look in on Bobby one last time, now in the present day… 
 
 
 
Scene 5: (Inbox, Planner) 
 
“Bobby” is once again sitting at his desk.  He is surrounded with piles of books, his planner, 
and an overflowing inbox.  Puppets A and D appear at either shoulder… 

Bobby:  So much to do, so little time… 

A: Has he already forgotten? 

D: Forgotten what?  Looks like he has things pretty well organized to me. 

A: Forgotten the promise that he made for Lent – to not work after hours. 

D: O, that.  Well, what do you want him to do?  He’s a busy man.  He’s got a lot to 
do.  He can’t just not do it.  

A: There is never enough time to get everything done.  He has to make choices.  He 
knows this.  
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D: Looks like he’s made his choice.  He wants to get things done.   

A: But he also wants to have a healthy balance in life.  He wants to have time to 
give to his family – to play with his kids and spend quality time with his wife.  He 
wants to have time to take care of himself – to eat right, exercise, and get 
enough sleep.  He wants to spend quiet time alone – to go on prayer walks and 
meditate and read at leisure.  He wants to have time to serve others – to 
volunteer, help his neighbors, reach out to those in need.  

D: Sounds great.  But first, he has to get through his to-do list.   

A: No!  If he puts off all these things until he has emptied his inbox, he will never 
have time for them.  He will be a slave to his omnipresent to-do list. 

D: Could be worse. 

A: True, but it could also be better. 

D: That’s just pie in the sky.  This is the real world.  A man’s gotta do what a man’s 
gotta do.  Sometimes you have to make sacrifices.  

A: Sacrifices only matter when they contribute to something worthwhile.  If only he 
could remember what he really wants…If only he could remember what he truly 
cares about…If only he recalled what he ultimately values...   

D: He’s just has to say no. 

A: (slowly) Actually, he just has to say yes… 

Bobby looks at his books, his piles, and his planner.  He looks at his watch.  He closes his 
eyes and takes a long, slow, deep breath.  Then he closes his planner, stands and leaves.  
Puppets exit.   

 

 

Postscript: 

Today is the first Sunday of Lent, a 40-days plus six Sundays season traditionally observed as 
a season of self-reflection, confession, and prayer in preparation for Easter.  As such, it is a 
time in the church year when we are invited to live with extra intentionality, taking on extra 
spiritual disciplines such as fasting, Bible and devotional reading, and prayer, and examining 
our living to bring it more in line with our ultimate values.   
 
Last Sunday, in his sermon to our congregation, Stan Noffsinger declared that “it is in the midst 
of our everyday lives that chaos erupts because we choose allegiance to God through Christ.”  
Though it may not always seem like chaos to us, the temptations and trials we face in even the 
most mundane moments of our day-to-day living are the proving ground for our values and 
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allegiances.  At all times, there are multiple voices within us offering up values and calling us to 
attention.  Author Shawn Copland has written:  
 

A complicated and dynamic interior world belongs to every human person.  it is here 
that we grapple with our experiences, struggling with questions and the responses we 
will make to them with our lives.  We foresee, weigh, and consider the results of our 
actions….What you decide today, you are tomorrow.”1 

 

I conclude with a reading from the gospel of Matthew – the account of Jesus’ temptation in the 
wilderness – the story from which the 40 days of Lent were born… 

 
SCRIPTURE READING – Matthew 4: 1-11 (NRSV) 
 

4 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 
2 
He fasted forty 

days and forty nights, and afterwards he was famished. 
3 
The tempter came and said to him, “If you are 

the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread.” 
4 
But he answered, “It is written, 

‘One does not live by bread alone, 

but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.’ ” 
5 
Then the devil took him to the holy city and placed him on the pinnacle of the temple, 

6 
saying to 

him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down; for it is written, 

‘He will command his angels concerning you,’ 

and ‘On their hands they will bear you up, 

so that you will not dash your foot against a stone.’ ” 
7 
Jesus said to him, “Again it is written, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’ ” 

8 
Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world 

and their splendor; 
9 

and he said to him, “All these I will give you, if you will fall down and worship 

me.” 
10 

Jesus said to him, “Away with you, Satan! for it is written, 

‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him.’ ” 
11 

Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.  

 
 
 
BENEDICTION 
 
Many voices clamor  
for our attention and our allegiance. 
So may our journey through Lent  
help give us ears to hear  
not only the voices to which we should say no,  
but perhaps most importantly,  
those to which we should say yes, 
that our lives might reflect the one we follow 
and the one to whom we pledge  
our ultimate allegiance.   

                                                
1 M. Shawn Copeland.  “Saying Yes and Saying No.”  Practicing our Faith: A Way of Life for a Searching People.  Dorothy 

C. Bass, ed.  (1997)  pp. 65-66.   


