The History and Destiny of the Human Race #3

“In Spite of God”

Genesis 2:8-17; 3:1-7
Oh, the good ol’ days. How often do we think back to a time when life was simpler, clearer, and, well, just better? The way this year has started, I’m longing for 2020! (Bet you never thought you’d hear those words!)

Whether the “good ol’ days” were necessarily better is a matter of debate, but if we go all the way back to the very beginning of human history, there is no doubt that life on planet Earth was much better. In fact, you could even say it was perfect. 

How did we get from there to here? The answer is found in a simple three-letter word: S-I-N. Romans 5:12 states, “Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” That one man was Adam—the first man—and the account of how sin entered the world is recorded in Genesis 3. Here we see that mankind fell into sin in spite of God.

A Perfect Environment

Before we get to Genesis 3, however, I want to direct our attention to Genesis 2, where we see that God placed Adam and Eve in a perfect environment. Following the beautiful description of Adam’s creation in Genesis 2:7, we read in verses 8-14, 

Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. And the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters. The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of Havilah, where there is gold. (The gold of that land is good; aromatic resin and onyx are also there.) The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire land of Cush. The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of Asshur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates. 

The text situates the garden God created as “in the east,” meaning east from the standpoint of the author of Genesis. The garden was near where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers meet, in what is today southern Iraq.
 These are the two mightiest rivers in the area, and gave the region its name (Mesopotamia means “between the [two] rivers”). The other two rivers named cannot be placed with any certainty, but it was probably near the head of the Persian Gulf.
 

With these scant geographical facts, scholars must put a question mark in the atlas beside any proposed location of the Garden of Eden.
 We must allow for topographical change like what might have come from the great flood.

The name “Eden” might have had one of two origins: the Sumerian word eden, which means “steppe” or “open field,” or the identical Semitic word, denoting “luxury” or “delight.”
 The Greek translation of the Old Testament uses the word paradeisos, or, “parkland” to describe Eden—hence the term “paradise.”
 This, then, is where the Lord God placed the man whom he made, in a garden in Eden, in paradise.

The first element of this perfect environment is this ideal inhabitation. God prepared an exceedingly beautiful garden for man.
 At this point in time, there was nothing wrong here—no weeds, no pests, no damaging storms. All kinds of magnificent trees bearing delicious fruit grew in the garden, including the “tree of life” and the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” A few scholars feel that the tree of the knowledge of good and evil could just as appropriately have been called the tree of death. The two most crucial trees in the garden would then have been the tree of life, bringing life to its eaters, and the tree of death, resulting in death for its eaters.

A few years ago a Canaanite religious text was discovered in Syria that clearly refers to a “tree of death.” This is the only known mention of such a tree in ancient Near Eastern literature. So it is possible that tree of death was an alternate name for the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in ancient Israelite tradition outside of the Bible.
 As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Two trees stood in the middle of the garden: one the tree of life, the other the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. And upon these two trees the destiny of man is to be decided.”

In addition to this ideal inhabitation, God gave ideal instruction in verses 15-17,

The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.”
God gave Adam and Eve three instructions—a permission to eat freely of every tree in the garden, a prohibition to eat of one tree, and a penalty for disobedience. So they knew precisely what they might do, what they might not do, and what would happen if they disobeyed.
 God did not leave anything out, He did not embellish any part of this instruction, and what He said was very clear. Adam and Eve could not come back later and complain that God had not given them fair warning about the certain tree.

What was this tree about? For one thing, we do not know what kind of fruit the tree bore. It is often depicted as an apple tree, but there is no evidence of that. Whatever tree is was, there was nothing magical about its fruit; it simply stood for the possibility of man’s rebellion against the simple word of God.
 

Many have wondered, “Why is the knowledge of good and evil a bad thing?” I believe there is more to the concept of “knowledge” here than mere comprehension or experience. The Hebrew word used here, da`ath, is used in the Old Testament to mean knowledge, perception, skill, discernment, understanding, and wisdom. When God spoke of the knowledge of good and evil, I believe there was implied the idea of determining what is right and wrong—making the rules, so to speak. We will see this in the serpent’s temptation in the next chapter.

Then, along with the ideal inhabitation and instruction, we see ideal involvement between God and mankind. I take this from Genesis 3:8, “Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day.” This is written as though such were a regular practice. God did not create the world and everything in it, place man in this beautiful garden, and then disappear. Adam “speaks and walks with God as if they belong to one another,” writes Bonhoeffer.

Thus, the Garden of Eden was a perfect environment, in which God gave Adam and Eve an ideal inhabitation, instruction, and involvement. As a side note, this proves the fallacy of the school of psychology called “environmentalism,” which claims that a person is a product of their environment. Certainly one’s environment can have an influence, but environment itself does not determine one’s personality or behavior. The Bible teaches that the failures of humanity are due ultimately not to environmental factors, genetically based maladies, or plain ignorance, but to sin, that is, rebellion against the Creator.

I know many parents who have been criticized—and are critical of themselves—because of the choices of their adult children. They read Proverbs 22:6, “Train a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not turn from it,” as some kind of iron-clad guarantee (which it isn’t), and if their grown children go their own way, they feel (or are made to feel) that they were failures as parents. Listen, if God Almighty could not guarantee obedience through a perfect environment, why do we think we can? The bottom line is that our children—just like Adam and Eve—have a will, the capacity to make decisions, and they may exercise that will in spite of our best efforts, even as we will see Adam and Eve exercised their will in spite of God. So stop evaluating your success as a parent (or the success of someone else as a parent) based on the direction your grown children choose. Never determine your success by the results.

The story of Adam and Eve begin in a perfect environment. No, we don’t know exactly where the Garden of Eden was, but I think we can agree with Jack Finegan who writes, “Eden is where we all were before things went wrong.”
 God gave Adam and Eve every advantage in this test of obedience.

The choice would be theirs.

A Perverse Enticement

This leads us to Genesis 3, where we read of a perverse enticement. Many have wondered, “Why did God give mankind the opportunity to sin?” That is a fair question. I like Stuart Briscoe’s reply: “God had to give them a choice or there would have been no point in giving them free wills.” He goes on to explain,

Man without freedom of choice is a puppet on a string, and puppets can’t love, serve, and glorify God. Options, therefore, are essential if man and God are to enjoy the relationship of mutual love and trust that God had in mind for the God-man relationship.

God’s desire was that mankind would live in obedience and fellowship with Him. But for there to be a choice, there had to be an alternative. This is where we pick up the story in Genesis 3:1-5,

Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” 

The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’“ 

“You will not surely die,” the serpent said to the woman. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 
The tempter in Eden is the serpent, who is consistently identified throughout the Bible as Satan. For as long as there has been truth, falsehood has never been far behind. Satan himself countered God’s simple, straightforward command in Genesis 2 with a similar-sounding deception in Genesis 3.

Notice the strategy of Satan as it unfolds here. His first, and still principal, tactic is to introduce questions about God’s Word: “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?” He also incites us to add to God’s Word. Notice the subtle shift as Eve refers to God’s command: “God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” God made no mention of touching the tree. Then also the Devil gets us to weaken God’s Word. God’s “you will surely die” became a mere “you will die” on Eve’s tongue.

One of Satan’s oldest lies is this: God is holding out on you.
 Still today one of the devil’s favorite tricks is to make God’s permitted things lame and his prohibited things attractive. He portrays God as an ogre who is denying us what is good.

I find it interesting how the words Genesis 3:6 parallel those of 1 John 2:16—“For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world” [nkjv]. Now read Genesis 3:6,“When the woman saw that the fruit was good for food”—the lust of the flesh—“and pleasing to the eyes”—the lust of the eyes—“and also desirable for gaining wisdom”—the pride of life—“she took some and ate it.” 
 (You will also find these same three categories of temptation when Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness, but we don’t have time to look at that this morning.) I believe that all temptations to sin fit into one or more of these sorts.

A Personal Enthronement

In the end Adam and Eve made a choice, one I call a personal enthronement. We read in Genesis 3:6,

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 

What, you may be wondering, does this have to do with a personal enthronement? In short, Satan tempted Eve with the possibility of becoming like God. In this perverse enticement the very essence of sin is laid bare. For Adam and Eve had been created in the likeness of God and were already “like God” in every way in which God intended them to be Godlike—in those rational, moral, social, and spiritual capacities that he had given them. Sin is a revolt against God’s unique authority; it is an attempt at self-deification.
 But Satan tempted Adam and Eve to try to take God’s place.
 (That was actually what Satan tried to do himself when he rebelled against God, but that didn’t turn out so well.) They usurped God’s role in determining what is right and wrong. So here we get to the very heart of original sin.
 (This goes back to what I said earlier about the “knowledge of good and evil” implying the determination of good and evil—establishing the rules.)

The first six verses of Genesis 3 focus on Eve—her conversation with the serpent and her subsequent choice to eat the forbidden fruit. Where was Adam during all this? Larry Crabb writes in his book, The Silence of Adam,
Where was Adam when the serpent tempted Eve? The Bible says that after Eve was deceived by Satan, she took some of the forbidden fruit “…and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her (emphasis added), and he ate it” (Genesis 3:6). 

Was Adam there the whole time? Was he standing right next to his wife while the serpent tricked her with his cunning? Was he there, listening to every word?

If he was—and there is good reason to think so—then a big question must be asked: why didn’t he say anything?
Before God created Eve, he had already commanded Adam to never eat from a certain tree. Adam was expected to pass on the prohibition to his wife when she appeared on the scene. We assume he did so. 

But when the serpent struck up a conversation with Eve designed to muddle her thinking about God’s goodness, Adam said nothing. Yet he was listening to every word! He heard Eve misquote the command of God that he, Adam, had carefully communicated to her. He was watching when she began looking at the forbidden tree. He saw her take a step toward the tree and reach out to pluck some of its fruit. And he didn’t do a thing or say one word to stop her. Adam remained silent! Why?

Adam knew what was going on. Perhaps he should have said, “Now, wait just one minute here! Honey, this snake is up to no good. I can see right through his devilish cunning. He’s deceiving you into thinking you have more to gain from disobeying God than by remaining faithful to him. That’s a lie!

“Let me tell you exactly what God said to me before he made you. And look around us. This is Paradise. God made it and gave it all to us. We have no reason to doubt his goodness.” And then, turning away from Eve: “Snake, this conversation is over. take off!”
But Adam said nothing. He stood there, heard and watched the whole thing, and didn’t say a word. He failed his woman. He failed, in his first spiritual struggle, to represent God. He failed as a man!

Just in case you were wondering if this is reading too much into the passage, during the temptation in verses 1–5 Satan addressed Eve with the plural “you,” which implies Adam’s presence. Adam passively watched everything. He had watched Eve take the fruit, and nothing happened to her. He sinned willfully, assuming there would be no consequences. Everything was upside-down. Eve followed the snake, Adam followed Eve, and no one followed God.

Is God to blame? Hardly! He provided a perfect environment for them, with ideal inhabitation, instruction, and involvement. He laid out the options very clearly and gave them every advantage to do the right thing. Adam and Eve sinned in spite of God. They listened to the serpent’s lie and decided they could be their own god, establishing their own rules, not listening to anybody else.

The encounter in the Garden is historical and factual: it actually happened. Yet it is also prototypical: it happens still. The devil perpetuates the same lies and temptations, and we perpetuate the same disastrous choices.
 

This is intensified by postmodernism, which centers authority in the autonomous self. As fallen men and women, our only hope is to trust in the bare word of God. And the choice remains—the tree of life or the tree of knowledge of good and evil. We know how the story ends. But the great question is, how does our story end?

You might say, “It’s too late! The choice has been made. We can’t undo that!” True, but Jesus has given us a second chance. We can choose Him. Will we?
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