Created for God

When I was teaching the Confirmation students a few months ago, we were talking about “identity.”  I posed them this question, “If people were to ask, ‘Who are you?’ what would you tell them?”  The students shared that their relationship with God, with their families, and with their friends make them who they are.  They also shared that their interests, hobbies, talents, and abilities define who they are as musicians, students, and athletes (I’ve been meeting with a Confirmation small group, and I never fail to get the group’s attention if I bring up “hockey”).  
The Confirmation students and I also took a look at some of the Apostle Paul’s letters in the New Testament.  Paul wrote letters to new Christians in congregations of the early church, who weren’t so sure about their own identity.  Again and again in those letters, Paul expresses God’s desire that the early Christians and we know our true identity—know who we really are—know that we belong to God because of Jesus Christ.  We’ve already been given an identity, which means we’re not simply whoever we want to be.  Nor are we here to do whatever we want.  According to what Paul writes in Romans, we are no longer defined by sin and death, but by life flowing from God’s grace.  God loves us as much as he loves his Son, Jesus Christ.  Nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38-39NRSV), as Paul tells us later in Romans.  Indeed we are God’s beloved.
But as we live our lives, better offers seem to come down the road, offers we’d rather not pass up, offers we can’t refuse.  Here’s one: Wouldn’t you rather be like God?  The crafty serpent whispers in our ear, and we “see that the tree is good for food, and that it is a delight to the eyes, and that the tree is to be desired to make one wise” (Genesis 3:6NRSV).  Being God’s beloved suddenly seems less desirable.  We can hardly settle for a relationship with God after we get the offer to be like God.  There’s a mounting desire to know all that God knows without a desire to know God.


The serpent also asks, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” (Genesis 3:1NRSV).  This deceitful question makes God sound like he’s limiting what Adam and Eve can eat, and implies that God cannot be trusted.  We too suspect at times that there is more to life than life with God, more than the life God has given us, and God is only holding us back.  We become suspicious that God is the one who’s holding us back.


Temptation like this is much more serious than reaching for chocolate or any other goodies we might have given up for Lent.  It shakes our identity to the core and leads us to think that God cannot be trusted or depended on.  We find ourselves desiring life apart from God even though God has already told us that there is no life apart from him, only death.  For God said, “You may eat freely of every tree of the garden; 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 2:16-17NRSV).


When have you desired life apart from God?

Whenever our desires lead us away from God, we hide alone with our sin.

The future with God doesn’t look good.

And death looms on the horizon.

It hasn’t been that way for everybody, though.  There was one, only one, who desired nothing more than life with God.  He desired nothing more than “to live […] by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4NRSV).  He felt no need to “put the Lord [his] God to the test” (Matthew 4:7NRSV).  He desired nothing more than to “Worship the Lord [his] God, and serve only him” (Matthew 4:10NRSV).  

Jesus knew he was the Son of God.  God had first announced it at his baptism: “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17NRSV).  Perhaps while he was still wet with water from his baptism, the Spirit led Jesus into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.  And Jesus had his identity challenged, called into question, and shaken to the core.  Jesus, like us, is not immune to that sort of temptation.
If you really are the Son of God, you would go ahead and do the things I’m telling you to do, simply because you have the power to do them, the devil seems to say.  The words of the devil echo the serpent’s in the Garden of Eden.  They suggest that God might be holding Jesus back from doing all that he could be doing.  Isn’t there more to being the Son of God than what God is allowing?  Wouldn’t life apart from God have more possibility?
Notice, though, that in all of his replies Jesus never once answers for himself.  He doesn’t ever use the pronouns “I” and “me,” like the devil does.  Jesus knows it’s not all about him, since everything he says upholds his relationship with God.  Jesus will not be turned against God.  He will not betray his true identity as the Son of God.  He will not exercise his power in any way that separates him from God, his heavenly Father.  For Jesus has no life apart from God.

Jesus actually reveals to us here the kind of relationship we were created for.  We were created for God.  God intended that from the very beginning.
In the Garden of Eden, God creates the man to be in relationship with him.  Because of that relationship, God provides the man food from the trees in the garden.  God allows the man to take care of the garden—to till it and keep it.  God gives the man the freedom to be creative, to name everything that God himself created.  And God creates the man and the woman so that they won’t be alone.  
In the same way, God has already given you and me an identity.  We are created for God.  Despite our desires and attempts to pursue life apart from God, God continues to pursue us.  As God provided the man food from the trees in the garden, God provides for our daily needs.  And God wants to use you and me to provide for the needs of others.  
As God entrusted the man to till and keep the garden, God also entrusts us with important work to do.  Through the many creative ways we are called to serve in our jobs, homes, and communities, God intends to build relationships of trust among people.  And as God created the man and the woman so they wouldn’t be alone, God creates the gift of human relationships so that we don’t have to be alone.  Indeed we are created for God, since all that is good comes from God.
Trusting that we’re created for God, we can now turn back to Jesus’ final words to the devil and understand what he means when he says: “Away with you, Satan!  For it is written, ‘Worship the Lord your God, and serve only him’ ” (Matthew 4:10NRSV).  
After all, we are the ones created to worship and serve God.  
That’s the way God made us.  
We are God’s beloved.  
That’s our identity.  
And neither the devil nor the serpent ever has the last word.  Amen.
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