
“And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed. And out of the
ground the LORD God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. The tree of life was in
the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”
“And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat 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 surely die.”

Dear Friends in Christ, and fellow redeemed:

Some questions just are beyond our understanding. 

That has been a reality that we have had to deal with at our Lenten leaders’ bible study. We are looking at some of the things
that we, as Lutherans, confess through the Augsburg Confession. We spent some time talking about the truth of the Trinity–and
then realizing that the mystery of God’s true essence is beyond our understanding. Some things you just have to take on faith;
we trust that God is as good as His Word.

This past week, we experienced that same struggle with the whole question of sin. It should be obvious to anyone who reads
the newspaper that we live in a fallen world. Yet many people don’t really think of sin the way the Bible speaks of it. They do
not see it as something that separates us from God, or which affects everything in the world around us. 

Theologians, philosophers and well-meaning Christians over the years have all tried to answer questions that really are beyond
our understanding. One of those is, “How could evil enter into the world which was created perfect, holy and without sin?”
The only answer that we can give is the one that the Bible itself sets before us, which is that Satan brought sin into the world.
If we then try to answer how Satan or the devil, who was originally created good and holy could become so perverted and such
an enemy of the very God who created him, then we are without answer. God has not seen fit to reveal this to us in His holy
Word.

Throughout the days of Lent, we are mindful of the truth of what the psalmist says, and what Paul stresses in his writings:
“None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have become
worthless; no one does good, not even one.” (Romans 3:10–12, ESV) And how did this all happen? If we had time, we could review
the entire teaching of Genesis 1 - 3, and especially the fall into sin. I’m going to share with you God’s answer to some of the
questions that did arise, for while they are part of the Bible study in which our leaders are sharing, they do affect us all. Let’s
do that as we look at a tale–a true, historical tale–of two trees.

Our text today tells us that God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed. We
are also told about two specific trees that were in the garden: the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
We know what happens: God had commanded Adam and Eve not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He
warned them: in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” Sadly, we also know that Satan, as the serpent, tempted Adam
and Eve; he made false promises that eating of the forbidden tree would make them more like God, and that they would be
better off. His lies led them to disobey God, and bring forth the sin and death that now plagues all of mankind, and from which
we cannot free ourselves.

There are a few things we do need to remember. When God created the world, it truly was perfect. There was no sin, no evil
hiding in back alleys or even in the deepest recesses of man’s heart or subconscious. Adam and Eve were created in the image
of God. They were holy, as God Himself is holy. God does not sin; nor can He ever sin. His holiness is perfect. As James
assures us: “God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. But each person is tempted when he is lured
and enticed by his own desire.” (James 1:13-14, ESV)

Since everything God made was good, that was true also of the trees in the garden, including the tree of life, and the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil. Augustine, Luther and many others have noted that the name of the tree was probably not given
at creation, but as a result of what happened after the fact. When Eve talks about the tree, she simply refers to it as “the tree
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that is in the midst of the garden” (Genesis 3:3, ESV) So, what was this tree?

The tree of the knowledge of good and evil, as we call it, was not meant to be the way of destroying man. It was given so that
Adam and Eve would have a way of showing their worship and devotion to the God who created them and all that was around
them. Everything in the world had been entrusted to them for their good. They were to make use of it as they would, for their
pleasure or for their benefit. Yet God sets a boundary. He demands that Adam demonstrate his reverence and obedience toward
God and that he show his faith and trust of God in worship that comes by not eating from this one tree.

There is no evil in this tree. It was, if you will, the church in the garden. Here, at this tree, Adam and Eve had an outward,
physical way of showing their worship of God. By not eating of the tree, they show their love and thankfulness to God, for all
the other gifts He gave them. The tree was a reminder that they were not gods; they were created beings. It declared that God
was God, and worthy of their praise.

This is how Luther saw that tree, as a temple where man could worship and thank God for all His blessings. Just as we have
our altar and pulpit and the ornaments that remind us of the majesty and uniqueness of our God, so the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil was Adam’s church, altar, and pulpit. Luther says: “Here he was to yield to God the obedience he owed, give
recognition to the Word and will of God, give thanks to God, and call upon God for aid against temptation.” (LW, vol. 1, pp. 95) 

As we went through our study this past Monday, I said that sin is the transgression of God’s law. It is disobedience to God.
The minute we do our own thing, opposed to God’s will, we have become our own god. Adam listened to Satan. Eve listened
to Satan. Eve notes that the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was a good tree; it produced very fine fruit. There is nothing
evil in the tree itself. There was nothing evil in God’s command. It simply set the boundary between God’s holy, perfect will,
and man’s will. Yet God had said “no” to eating of it, and that is why is becomes the downfall of all mankind. It is the reality
of the fall that gives the tree its name: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

Neither the tree itself, nor the fruit of the tree actually held the knowledge of good and evil. Yet eating that fruit was a shock
to the holiness of Adam and Eve. Pastor Eric did a fine job on Wednesday of showing us how sin exposes us, making us feel
naked and ashamed, for we now feel everyone can see the darkness of our hearts. That is what Adam and Eve felt. When they
ate that fruit the very purity and power of God’s law, written on their hearts, screamed out that something was wrong. Eating
that fruit may seem like such a simple thing, but their crossing the line against God’s command, that simple spot against the
perfect holiness of God, was like our throwing a can of red paint against a pure white wall. It snapped the perfection of holiness.
That is why their eyes are opened. Now, for the first time, there is evil and sin in the hearts of mankind. The tree, where they
once worshipped God’s uniqueness, now stressed the separation between God and His creation. Instead of the good that they
knew in God, they now knew the misery that came with their disobedience. They also knew that they deserved the death that
went with that disobedience.

Thankfully the story doesn’t end there. This is, after all, a tale of two trees. Maybe you think we will go back to the tree of
life in the garden of Eden. But we are drawn to another tree—a tree that was actually dead wood, and used to bring an end to
another life. Paul will speak of this tree and remind us:“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse
for us—for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham
might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” (Galatians 3:13–14, ESV) Even as all
mankind was overcome by the devil, who tempted Adam and Eve to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, so
the devil himself is overcome by the tree of the cross. For us, this is the real tree of life. Sin brought death, but the death of
the holy, sinless Son of God on that cross brought forgiveness to all and life for all—a life that is sealed and sure in Christ’s
resurrection from the grave. 

The tree of the knowledge of good and evil did not bring forth sin. The tree was not evil. But by eating its fruit, Adam and Eve
turned from God to themselves. That is how they learn of sin, as they disobey the holy law of God. Sadly, they pass that sinful
image on to all of us. That sin clings to us, leaving us helpless and condemned to eternal death in hell. But God gives us this
great and glorious promise and hope: that through another tree, He has set us free from all that sin has done to us. In His death
for us on the cross, Christ has defeated the devil. In rising from the dead, He set us free from the devil’s power. Trusting in
Him, we look forward to the day when we get back a paradise greater even than that which Adam and Eve knew in Eden. In
Christ, we will be able to eat again from the tree of life in the glory of God’s kingdom, rejoicing in His love for us–a love seen
as He dies for us, but a love that becomes more beautiful in His resurrection from the dead! Amen.


