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 It was our second day bouncing through the South African bush. It was morning, just after the 

sun had risen but before the heat had crested. Our ranger, Matt, stopped the Jeep and pulled over to 

the side of the road. “Ooo, what’s happening?” I thought to myself. “Do you want to see the most 

powerful animal in the bush?” Matt asked. “Oh yes,” I thought, “now we’re finally going to get to see an 

elephant!” I scanned the surrounding area. I didn’t see any elephants. I listened intently. I didn’t hear 

any elephants. “Well, he’s the expert,” I thought, “He must know something I don’t.” Matt cut off the 

engine and jumped out of the jeep. This was highly unorthodox, and highly dangerous. It only 

heightened my excitement. He walked into tall grass to what looked like a mound of dirt: “Termites!” he 

shouted.  

 Termites?! Seriously? The most powerful animal in the African bush? We had seen leopards and 

lions, hyenas and rhinos and in the coming days we would see hippos and buffalo and giraffes and 

elephants, even crocodiles and eagles and wildebeests and antelope. The greatest wonders of creation 

all gathered in a few square miles. And we were pulling over to look at termites? And he was claiming 

they were the most powerful animal of all? I knocked a few Rand off Matt’s tip in my mind. 

 But as Ranger Matt explained, the power and the importance of the termites comes from the 

small, slow consistent work they do. Elephants and Rhinos, may knock a tree down here and there, but 

working as a single organism with millions of members, termites can make that fallen tree completely 

disappear. They break down the towns of dead flora and fauna of the bush so it could nourish the soil 

and they’ve been doing this for hundreds of million years! And, Matt told us, they are quite delicious 

fried up in butter—especially the queen, which can be as big as your hand! A real nutty flavor, 

apparently. 

 Why am I telling you all this about termites—besides wanting to share some of the interesting 

facts we learned on our recent pilgrimage in South Africa? It’s because of the theme of our readings 

today. A theme we must address as we begin our Lenten journey deeper into the heart of God. And that 

theme is: temptation. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, Jesus in the wilderness. Temptation is all 

around them. And all around us. Like termites.  

 And just like those termites, temptation most often works by taking many small bites out of our 

resolve. We take one step…then another…then another, and the next thing we know, we’re doing 

something we know to be wrong, but can’t quite seem to stop. Temptation is insidious that way; 

insistent. 

 Temptation is also tailor made. It effects everyone, but not in the same way. It is specific to your 

circumstances and designed for your weaknesses. What is tempting to me may not be tempting for you, 

and vice versa. But rest assured we are all tempted. 



 Tempted by what? Well of course there are the things you hear people giving up this time of 

year: junk food, alcohol, chocolate. But those are surface level indulgences. Real temptation strikes us 

much deeper and can be much more destructive than adding an inch to our waistline. 

 Real temptation is the kind we see at work in our Gospel passage this morning. This passage 

comes right after Jesus’ baptism in the river Jordan, when God’s voice emanates from a cloud and makes 

it known that Jesus is God’s son, the Beloved, and with him God is well pleased. This is heavy stuff to 

take in, even for the Son of God, so the Spirit drives Jesus into the wilderness, to process this 

experience. After a time of fasting (40 days and 40 nights) he is weak and vulnerable. And the tempter 

comes to him offering him first, quick and easy relief from his hunger, then the chance to test and prove 

his immortality, and finally all the worldly power and riches he could imagine. At each of these 

temptations Jesus rebuffs the devil with words of Scripture, holding fast to what he knows to be true 

about God and choosing to embrace his humanity, rather than exercise his divinity, even at his own 

expense.  

 A close look at these three temptations offers some insight into what really tempts us as human 

beings—the thing that is most corrupting and most dangerous: power. Power over the natural world to 

bend it to his own satisfaction by turning stones to bread. Power over death; to flaunt it and court 

immortality by jumping from the pinnacle. And power over the people and things of this world through 

a simple deal with the devil. These are no random temptations. If you think about it, our insatiable 

desire to control creation, to master death, and to rule over others has pretty much been the downfall 

of human beings for the few millennia we have been around. Power is the most tempting thing. Yes, I 

know sex and chocolate and wine are tempting too. But when we look deep into our soul, the thing that 

can cause us the most trouble is our relationship with power.  

 This is isn’t news. It’s right there “in the beginning.” Adam and Eve don’t make it more than a 

chapter before they are tempted by power—the chance to be like God rather than be with God. The 

story Genesis paints is an insightful one: humanity, at its root, struggles to avoid pursuing its own power 

rather than trusting in God’s power. And like most temptations, this one comes slowly and steadily. Bite 

by bite. Question by question, until it all falls down.  

It starts innocently enough. First the serpent introduces the idea (“What did God, say again? 

Huh, interesting”) before he offers his own opinion on the matter, sowing the seed of doubt and 

introducing the small possibility of rebellion: (“I bet that’s not true, I bet he doesn’t want you to eat it 

because it will make you like him”) leaving unsaid the most insidious aspects of the temptation (“don’t 

you deserve to be like him? Why shouldn’t you be able to tell the difference between good and evil?) 

And then he slithers on his way. But Eve can’t look at that tree the same way again. She takes a closer 

look next time she walks past. “That fruit looks really good…And it certainly is a beautiful tree…and if 

such a beautiful, ripe tree could give me wisdom like God…” and she and Adam take of its fruit and eat. 

The mightiest tree, fallen bite by bite. Humanity, felled little temptation, by little temptation. Our 

perfect union with God broken by our need to be God.  

 Our thirst for power is not just something that plays out on the grand, cosmic scale of these 

important Biblical stories though. On a more micro scale, a more personal scale our predilection for 

power comes whenever we choose our own wills and desires over God’s will and desire. When we 

prioritize ourselves, over others, and over God. When we trust in our own power and control, not His.  



 It’s a tragic irony, then, that the number one thing we need to resist temptation is a power 

stronger than ourselves, when the number one temptation human beings face—from Adam and Eve on 

down—is the temptation to do without that very power. This is why so many 12 step groups are 

grounded in a spiritual relationship (Step 1—admit you are powerless over alcohol. Step 2 believe a 

power greater than your self can save you. Step 3—decide to turn you will and life over to God). This is 

why, at the heart of the Lord’s Prayer, we ask for God to lead us not into temptation, because God is 

precisely the thing we need to overcome the temptations of this world. Unfortunately, once we pursue 

our own power instead of placing ourselves under God’s power, the fox is in the hen house and we 

succumb to all sorts of other temptations in our life. Once we have distanced ourselves from the one 

thing strong enough to help us, that’s when it becomes so hard to resist things like alcohol or sweets.  

 Lent is a time to confront these temptations—big and small. It’s a time to focus intently on how 

we can take some steps back towards that perfect union with God that we enjoyed in the Garden. It’s 

why we focus so intently on our sins and make intentional commitments to be rid of some part of our 

life that is keeping us from God. You may be wondering what to give up for Lent this year, so here’s a 

suggestion: give up power. Give up trying to control everything and everyone. Give up thinking of 

yourself more highly than you ought. Give up that need for adulation and wealth. Learn what it means 

to say that we worship a God whose power is made perfect in powerlessness. Practice powerlessness 

this Lent by giving all the power to God so God can be all powerful in your life. Acquaint yourself with 

what it means to trust that God is in control, not you. That is the way to grow in faith. That is the only 

way to resist the temptations that eat away at us every day, like termites dissolving the biggest tree in 

the bush. Use that Lenten fast, that spiritual discipline as a time to know that without God you can do 

nothing, but with God you can do anything. For it is by God alone that we can resist the forces of 

temptation that seek to draw us from God. Those forces that seduce us with promises of power and 

control, insidiously implying our own superiority, but ultimately eroding our resolve and toppling us to 

the ground.  

  

 

 


