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Genesis 3:1-7 — 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’?" The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 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.’" But the serpent said to the woman, "You will not die; for God 
knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good 
and evil.” 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 the man, who was with her, and he ate. 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. 

This Wednesday, the season of Lent officially begins. That means that for the next six weeks, up 
until the day of Easter, Christians around the world will be thinking about their sins, reflecting on 
the need for repentance, and nurturing within themselves the hope of redemption — the hope of 
being set free from our sin. Traditionally, as you know, many Christians give something up 
during the season of Lent: they choose not to enjoy something that they normally enjoy, usually a 
food or an activity, as a way of reminding themselves that sin costs something, and sometimes 
we are called to sacrifice. In addition, Lent is traditionally a time for a more intentional 
devotional life. During these six weeks, many people do daily readings from scripture or from 
spiritual writers, and many people get into a personal routine of prayer. Another Lenten tradition 
— the last one I’ll mention — is that during this season many churches do not sing hymns that 
include the word “Alleluia.” The idea is that this word is an expression of joy, and while there 
are seasons for rejoicing, and they will come in due time, this is not it: Lent is a season for being 
quieter, being somber, meditating on grave things, and yearning for the joy to come. 

To be honest, I have mixed feelings about Lent. Personally, I am wary of focusing too much on 
our sin, or of focusing in the wrong ways on our sin. We all know that we regularly miss the 
mark of God’s will for our lives, and while it’s important to remind ourselves of this and to ask 
for repentance, as we do each week during our service, do we really need to beat ourselves over 
the head with it? I’ve seen that happen enough. And I’ve been a victim of that enough. The way I 
see it, as a pastor, if I’m going to talk about how messed up we all are and how messed up the 
world is, then I want to be sure to talk all the more about how good God created us and how 
good God’s work in our lives is. Otherwise, I risk passing on the shame and self-loathing that I 
myself have worked so hard to shake off. So, the question that I wrestle with during the season of 
Lent is this: How can we talk about our mistakes, our wayward natures, our need for God’s grace 
in ways that convict us without condemning us, in ways that lead us to growth and not to 
overwhelming guilt? 



Let’s bring that question to our story this morning, this ancient creation myth of the Israelites. 
Now, given how Genesis 2 and 3 have been interpreted historically, it may seem like we should 
look for an answer to our question elsewhere. These two chapters have long been used to instill 
undue guilt and condemnation. Centuries ago, theologians decided that the forbidden fruit in this 
story stood for humankind’s bodily desires, and especially our sexual desires. Mind you, the 
story itself gives us no solid basis for this association, but regardless, as a result the story has 
become, over time, infused with strong anti-body, anti-sex messages. What’s more, those 
theologians centuries ago also decided that Eve’s fault in the story was greater than Adam’s and 
that her fault testified to women’s inferiority in relation to men. Misogyny has been feeding on 
this story for a very long time. Given these legacies of interpretation, it can seem like our 
passages this morning are part of the problem, fueling condemnatory guilt. Thankfully, though, 
there is much more to the story of Genesis 2 and 3 than what those theologians were saying 
centuries ago. This morning, rather than focusing on the forbidden fruit and what it stands for, I 
want to focus on the tree itself and what the tree stands for.  

But first, I want to tell you a story. When I was 8 years old, my parents, two sisters and I were in 
the car together, driving by Braum’s, which is an ice cream shop and fast food restaurant in the 
South. Now, one thing you need to know about my family is that we love ice cream. Like, we 
consider ourselves connoisseurs of the dessert, and when I was growing up, I don’t know if we 
ever had less than three half gallons of it in our freezer. So, as our car is approaching Braum’s, 
we three kids are begging our parents to stop for ice cream, chanting “We want Braum’s! We 
want Braum’s!” My dad responds to our obnoxious behavior by saying, “Okay, I’ll give you two 
options: we can go to Braum’s, and you can each buy one ice cream cone, or we can go home, 
and you can eat as much ice cream as you want.” Like I said, I am 8 years old at the time, and 
my older sister Alyssa is 11, and we both get all wide-eyed at this prospect, knowing how much 
ice cream we have back home. Our younger sister Sarah, who is 6 years old, doesn’t get it yet, 
and she goes back to chanting, “We want Braum’s!” Immediately, Alyssa and I shut her up, and 
we all agree to go home to limitless ice cream. Now, just to give you an idea of the kind of 
person your pastor is, at 8 years old, I ate 8 bowls of ice cream that night. Alyssa ate 5, and Sarah 
ate 10. My dad vividly recalls watching his 6-year-old daughter eat her 10th bowl of ice cream, 
her body literally shaking as she brought the spoon to her mouth.  

But back to Genesis, back to this tree of the knowledge of good and evil and what that tree stands 
for.  The story says that God put this tree in the middle of the garden, then commanded Adam 1

and Eve not to eat its fruit. Why is this tree there in the first place? Why would God put it there, 
if Adam and Eve aren’t supposed to take anything from it? What is the tree’s purpose — what is 
it meant to tell them, to tell us? We can imagine what it would have been like for Adam and Eve 
to walk by that tree, in the middle of the garden, every day. Surely, they noticed it before that 
serpent came around. They must have seen it each day, seen how good that fruit looked. The tree 

 I credit Rev. Craig Barnes, President of Princeton Theological Seminary, as my source for the exegetical 1

point that follows. 



was a constant reminder of what they couldn’t have. And this is in paradise. This is the way the 
world is supposed to be, friends, the way the world was always supposed to be. Even in paradise, 
we are meant to have limits. We aren’t meant to have it all. We aren’t meant to eat 10 bowls of 
ice cream in a row, for example. 

And yet, our messed-up world can lead us to think that limits are generally a bad thing. We are 
tempted to wish for a life and a world without limits. We are tempted to assume that we can get 
whatever we want, that we should get whatever we want, that nothing should stop us from what 
we put our minds to or from what our hearts desire. We are shaped, in ways that we don’t always 
perceive, by a mentality of entitlement and by the illusion of limitless possibility. But that’s not 
the way God intends the world to be. That’s not the way God intends us to be. We are human 
creatures, each with our own constrictions of time, space, and ability, and we aren’t meant to 
have it all.  

So, what kind of tree has God put in the middle of your garden? What is it in your life that God 
is using to remind you of limits, to remind you that you can’t have or become everything you 
want? What is it that God asks you to say “no” to — not because you are giving it up for Lent, 
but simply because we can’t say “yes” to everything? And ultimately, I think, that’s a very good 
thing. Amen. 


