
2/10/08 CROSSING THE LINE page 1 of 5 

CROSSING THE LINE 

First Sunday in Lent, a; February 10, 2008 
Gen. 2:15-17; 3:1-7; Matthew 4:1-11 

Stephen R. Montgomery 

Prayer: Silence in us any voice but your own, O God. As we begin the Lenten journey we have traveled so 
man times, walk with us. And be with us as we think and pray and struggle with what it means to follow 
this rabbi all the way to the cross. Lead us to the light of the resurrection, but first lead us into the 
wilderness—and while we are there, startle us with your love and your promise to be with us always. 
Amen. 

So who is this Jesus, anyway? 

That’s a question that keeps on popping up in Gallup polls from time to time, and now it even pops up in 
political campaigns for the presidency. Who is this Jesus? 

But you know what? It pops up in the Gospel of Matthew all the time as well. The disciples are out on a 
boat. A storm comes up and Jesus commands the storm to sit down and be quiet. It does. So the disciples 
look at each other and ask “What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?” Who is 
this guy? 

Later, at Caesarea Philippi, Jesus asks “Who do people say that I am?” “Well,” the disciples answer, 
“some say you are John the Baptist, others Elijah, still others are saying Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 
“Ah, but who do you say that I am?” 

Still later, on Palm Sunday, as Jesus was entering the city, the crowds were asking “Who is this?”  

Through the years, depending on the culture and the political and social situation, that answer has 
changed. When our country was founded our Calvinist, Puritan forebears, saw Jesus as a rather cold, 
distant figure. Then along came the Great Awakening and the various evangelistic movements and Jesus 
became the “sweet, sweet savior.” In my formative years, in the 1960’s Jesus was a tie-dyed flower child. 
In Central America during the 70’s and 80’s Jesus became a revolutionary, sent to liberate the oppressed. 
Mel Gibson sees Jesus as someone who could win an “iron man” competition by enduring more beating 
and kicking and torturing than any one else in history. Same Bible, different Jesus. 

So who is this Jesus? 

I know that those high school juniors who took the ACT test yesterday are tired of multiple choice tests, 
but this could be a good one. Who is Jesus? 

A. Lord 
B. Savior 
C. Son of God 
D. Son of Man 
E. Friend 
F. Teacher 
G. Messiah 
H. Rabbi 
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That’s one of my struggles, or temptations to cross over the line. But I don’t want that to get you off the 
hook. Let me ask you: Who are you? Who are you called to be? We tend to sanitize our temptations 
during Lent so that we think they are primarily located in the kitchen cabinet. Give up sweets. Slow down 
on the scotch-and-waters. As if the fundamental temptation we’re dealing with in life is the temptation not 
to be a good human being. But, as Adam could tell us, the truth is that the fundamental temptation of life 
is the temptation not to be a human being at all. 

In the wilderness, what’s tested with Jesus is his ability to keep his humanity—his ability to refuse to try 
to be like God, or to be God. 

Both of our forebears, Adam and Jesus, are alive and well in us. Can you feel them both tugging at you 
most days of your life? But (and here is the Gospel, the good news), if Adam’s story is our story, then 
Jesus’ story is ours as well. We have both sets of genes in us. We are kin to both of them. 

So when the Adam in us is powerfully tempted to cross over that line and play God, the Jesus in us is 
even more powerfully able to stay on this side of the line, able to remain human, and offering to keep us 
company on our own side of the line. He shows us that our Godlikeness (We are made in the image of 
God, you remember), our Godlikeness is not to curse our humanity but to bless it, and to enter into it as 
fully as God intends. 

I’ve often wondered how Jesus could resist these temptations. How did he know who he was? Remember 
that it was the Spirit that led Jesus into the wilderness, and when he went there, he was not alone. He 
answered each temptation with a quote from Deuteronomy. As Walter Brueggemann says: “He was not 
out there alone, but in the company of many ancient, faithful trusted voices that told him who he was.”3 

The primary question for us is not “Who is this Jesus?” Matthew throws it back at us. “Who are you?” 
We don’t have to start from scratch to begin to answer the question. You are baptized. You belong to 
Jesus Christ. You are a member of his Church, and so are surrounded by millions who have gone before 
us, and a host of others in this place who are making that Lenten journey with you and me seeking to be 
obedient and faithful disciples. 

So we begin that journey, but let’s stay put on our side of the line. 

Amen. 

© 2008 Idlewild Presbyterian Church, Memphis, Tennessee 

return to top 

Click endnote to return to text 
                                                 
1 Barbara Brown Taylor, “Remaining Human,” Christian Century, Feb. 7, 1996. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Walter Brueggemann, Inscribing the Text, (Minneapolis: Fortress Pres, 2004), p. 38. 
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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.”  

Genesis 3:1-7 NRSV 

1 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. 

Matthew 4:1-11 NRSV 

1 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. 
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