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THE GREAT REVERSAL1 

A sermon preached by Michael Horsburgh AM in St James’ Church, King Street, 
Sydney, on the First Sunday in Lent, 22 February 2026 

What could be better on this First Sunday in Lent than to talk about temptation and sin?  Even 
if there were something better, our readings this morning would not allow us to choose it. They 
all refer to sin or its possibility, from the Garden of Eden to the temptations of Our Lord and 
the words of Paul.   

Let’s start at the beginning with our reading from Genesis.  This must be one of the most 
familiar and yet least understood passages in the Bible.  Everyone knows this story, and it has 
been used to condemn us all to eternal damnation, to establish the fundamental depravity of 
humanity, to demean women and to condemn them to a God-ordained second place.   

Temptation we might understand, but sin is not a subject that the modern world takes seriously.  
Still, we know that people frequently do evil things; who can look around our world and think 
otherwise? We may try to account for evil with psychological or sociological explanations.  
Perhaps if we understand why things happen, that will make them easier to accept.  But it 
doesn’t.  We still experience anger and even rage at the misdoings of others.  Altogether, we 
are confused.  We don’t like the idea of sin, but we don’t want to accept evil either. 

We can only progress this discussion adequately if we understand what the Genesis story says 
to us.  This story is a myth in the proper sense of the word.  It is, as I often say, a true story that 
never happened.  What this means is that the story is true because of its meaning, not because 
of its historicity.  It conveys to us an important truth through the device of a story.  Because it 
is a story, a narrative, it tempts us moderns into asking whether it happened.  This is a serious 
diversion from the principal purpose of a myth, which is to reveal a truth about us and the story 
is the vehicle of that revelation.  It will help us if we think of it as not so much a narrative as a 
description.  In that sense it is more like a parable.   

British philosopher, Mary Midgley reminds us that: 

Myths are not lies. Nor are they detached stories. They are imaginative patterns, networks of 
powerful symbols that suggest particular ways of interpreting the world.2 

Let us start with the situation of the characters in the story: the man and the woman we call 
Adam and Eve.  It appears that they did not know the meaning of good and evil.  That is, that 
they lacked understanding of the consequences of their actions.  They lacked that self-
consciousness that marks humans from animals.  Thus, the story asks a question about us and 
the rest of creation: are we different?  The answer is that self-consciousness makes the 
difference and the story imparts this idea first by imagining us without it.  We wander in the 
garden blissfully unaware.   

Enter the serpent.  The serpent tempts the humans by suggesting that they could have 
knowledge of good and evil and, more importantly, suggests that they would then be like God.  
The serpent also suggests that God doesn’t want them to have this knowledge.  This temptation 
is based on desire, the desire to be like the other, in this case, God; the desire to want what God 
wants, to see what God sees.  Importantly, they envy what God has and determine to overcome 

 
1  Readings: Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7; Psalm 32; Romans 5:12-21; Matthew 4:1-11 
2 Mary Midgley, The Myths We Live By (Routledge Classics), NY, Routledge, 2011, p. 1 
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God’s wish that they must not eat the forbidden fruit.  The prohibition about eating the fruit is 
a demonstration of their dependency on God and that they are already adequate human beings 
while still dependent.3  The wish to be like God is a desire to be the centre of everything, to be 
independent, which is what God is.  On the contrary, we are dependent creatures and the 
temptation to be like God is based on a lie.  Our Ash Wednesday liturgy puts the matter quite 
brutally: “You are dust and to dust you shall return”.4 

So, they eat the fruit of the tree, first the woman and then the man, and their eyes are opened.  
What do they see?  In the first instance, they see each other, actually for the first time.  What 
then is the first effect of self-consciousness?  It is separation; it is wariness; it is the need for 
protection, for cover.  Previously, they had not differentiated themselves.  There was no need 
to be wary; they did not fear the other.  How will the other now see me?  By doing this they 
enter into the lie.  They think of themselves as the centre of all things, which is why the regard 
of the other becomes so important.  

That’s as far as this morning’s reading takes us.  But let’s recall what happens next.  God takes 
his evening stroll in the garden.  God was used to seeing the man and the woman around, but 
this evening they were hiding.  God calls out and the man says that they were hiding because 
they were naked and ashamed.  Thus, the humans have become separated not only from each 
other, but from God.  This alerts God to the possibility that they have eaten the forbidden fruit, 
to which the man confesses.  This part of the story shows clearly that it is a myth.  God has no 
physical form and does not walk in any gardens in the evening.  God knows everything and did 
not need to ask the man what he had done.  But, for the narrative to work, God must become 
just another participant in the story.   

Next the man completes his separation from the woman.  He shifts the blame to her.  “It’s all 
her fault”, he says, “I wouldn’t have done it if she hadn’t told me to”.  Now it’s the woman’s 
turn.  “Don’t blame me,” she says, “It’s the serpent’s fault.  I wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t 
told me to”. 

The upshot is that they are cast out of the garden into the wilderness of the world and separated 
not only from God and from each other, but also from the natural order.  If we read further, we 
find that their children similarly desire what the other has, and murder ensues.   

When we take this overall, we find a description of a flawed humanity that imagines itself to 
be the centre of the universe, a position held only by God.  This flawed humanity consists of 
individuals who find themselves separated from, and distrustful of, each other.  They find it 
difficult to admit responsibility for their own actions, preferring to transfer blame elsewhere.  
Sounds familiar?  It should, but it is not a benign description; it leads to serious personal and 
social shortcomings.  It is a description of our original sin; original not because it happened 
first, but because it describes our basic condition, who we actually are.  It describes how things 
have always been, from the beginning, from the origin.  We are neither totally depraved, as 
some theologians have argued, nor totally good, as contemporary thought would have it.  We 
are flawed and must face up to it. 

This morning’s gospel mirrors the Genesis reading.  Jesus is not in the garden.  He is, as Paula 
Gooder reminds us,5 in the wilderness, the place to which the man and woman were banished.  

 
3 Jonah Wharff, ocso, ‘Bernard of Clairvaux and René Girard on Desire and Envy’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly 
42.2 (2007), p. 192, http://www.cistercian-studies-quarterly.org/jonah_bernard_girard.pdf   
4 Genesis 3:19. The Ash Wednesday words are already part of the story that we are discussing 
5 Paula Gooder, Let Me Go There: The Spirit of Lent, Norwich, Canterbury Press, 2016 

http://www.cistercian-studies-quarterly.org/jonah_bernard_girard.pdf
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The devil (the serpent) tempts him as he did the man and the woman and, in this, we have the 
first clue that something is about to be reversed.  Just as the original story reveals the truth 
about us, so this story will reveal the truth about Jesus.  The temptations of Jesus mirror the 
essence of the Genesis story.  This story also partakes of its mythical quality.  Jesus is 
transported around physically.  At one point he can see all the nations of the world from a high 
mountain.  There is no such mountain, so we are reading a description that is set up as a story.   

The tempter twice suggests that Jesus may not be whom he claims to be: “If you are the Son of 
God …”  In this way, the tempter repeats the suggestion of the original story that doing as he 
says will produce the desired result; you will be who you want to be.  You will be able to 
sustain everyone; you will be free from death, and you will be deserving of worship.  The 
tempter suggests that it is within his power to bestow everything on Jesus.  Actually, we know 
from the original story that falling for this lie produces scarcity, death and deprivation.   

But Jesus resists the tempter and, by so doing, is enabled to do everything that the tempter 
falsely promised.  In this way, the devil is the ‘father of lies’,6 just as he was in the Genesis 
story.  The promise is fine, but the result is always fatal.  By resisting, Jesus himself became 
the Bread of Life; he conquered death; and is the one to be worshipped by all.  Paul put it 
succinctly in this morning’s epistle reading, when he said: 

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.7  

You can see from all this that the gospel for today has the effect of overturning or reversing the 
story of the Fall.  From the truth about us, we go to the truth about Jesus.  We replace one story 
with another. 

Gill Baillie comments further: 

When the Christian tradition insists that Jesus was like us in all things but sin, what are we to 
think?  As I have said, Jesus was no doubt a moral paragon, but as long as we understand the 
sinlessness of Jesus only on the level of behaviour, we do not go to the heart of his uniqueness, 
which was his God-centeredness.  As the story of the wilderness temptations shows, the essence 
of his sinlessness was his immunity to the contagion of desire.  … made possible, not by Jesus’ 
strength of will, but by the superior strength of another … desire: the desire “to do his Father's 
will,” to become the image and likeness of the One in whose image and likeness he knew 
himself to have been made.  The temptation to emulate another’s desire—the devil’s—was 
unable to lure him away from his desire to imitate the God of powerless love in rapport with 
Whom he lived and moved and had his incomparable Being.8  

This then is the message for this First Sunday in Lent.  Look out for the great reversal.  Notice 
how Jesus turns on their heads the assumptions we make about ourselves, about the world, and 
about God. 

  

 
6 John 8:44 
7  Romans 5:19. For a discussion of Paul’s comments, see David G Horrell, “Ecological criticism” in Paula 
Gooder, Searching for Meaning: An introduction to interpreting the New Testament, London, SPCK, 2008, p. 
195 
8 Gil Bailie, Violence Unveiled: Humanity at the Crossroads, New York, Crossroads, 1995, p. 207. 
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Adam and Eve Perceive their Nakedness 

The Morgan Library & Museum, NY 

 
Jesus Tempted in the Wilderness 

Brooklyn Museum 
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Jesus Carried up to a Pinnacle of the Temple 

Brooklyn Museum 

 
Jesus Transported by a Spirit onto a High Mountain 

Brooklyn Museum 


