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 In stereotypes sermons end with poems. Let me confuse you by starting with one from the 

magnificent Mary Oliver. As I read think about the problems that inhabit our hearts and make our lives 

smaller. 

I go down to the shore in the morning 
and depending on the hour the waves 
are rolling in or moving out, 
and I say, oh, I am miserable, 
what shall— 
what should I do? And the sea says 
in its lovely voice: 
Excuse me, I have work to do.” 

There is solace in knowing that the cosmos does not share our preoccupations and anxieties. It’s one reason 

the mountains are so majestic. They’ve been there so long, they’ll be there so long after we’re gone, and 

they’re not worried. 

 I’m about to read to you one of the most famous passages in the bible. It’s about everything that 

matters. Good and evil, betrayal, Sex and food and love, work and play. This is the first sermon in a new series 

on questions God asks that will last through Lent and Easter—when we’re done in May we’ll all be 

complaining about how hot it is. The series will include some of the best preachers in the world. I don’t 

exaggerate—Leighton Ford for our mission celebration is one of the world’s great Christian leaders and has 

been for 70 years. Roger Scholtz is half his age but is one of the most renowned preachers in South Africa and 

in the English speaking world. We’ll also have more modest voices from our staff—Jeff and me, Laura and 

Brandon. The point is this. We have as one of our values Ask Hard Questions. It shows our life in an academic 

town that values the life of the mind. Here’s the thing. God has some questions for us. Starting with this story, 

where God asks our ancestors Adam and Eve, “Where are you?” That’s the question for us today, “where are 

you.” Where? God wants to know. And our life and death, our everything that matters, hangs in the balance of 

our response. The mountains may not care. God does. Hear this word and stand in the presence of our king. 

Genesis 3 

1 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’?” 2 The woman said to the serpent, “We 

may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; 3 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’.” 4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You 

will not die; 5 for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 

knowing good and evil.” 6 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 gave some 

to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. 7 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. 8 They heard the sound 

of the Lord God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid 

themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the Lord God called to the 

man and said to him, “Where are you?” 10 He said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, 

because I was naked; and I hid myself.” 11 He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from 

the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 The man said, “The woman you gave to be with me, she 



gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” 13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this that you have 

done?” The woman said, “The serpent tricked me, and I ate.” 14 The Lord God said to the serpent, “Because 

you have done this, cursed are you among all animals and among all wild creatures; upon your belly you shall 

go, and dust you shall eat all the days of your life. I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between 

your offspring and hers; he will strike your head, and you will strike his heel. 16 To the woman he said, “I will 

greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for 

your husband, and he shall rule over you.” And to the man he said, “Because you have listened to the voice of 

your wife, and have eaten of the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the 

ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth 

for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. 19 By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you 

return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” 20 The man 

named his wife Eve, because she was mother of all the living. 21 And the Lord God made garments of skins for 

the man and for his wife, and clothed them.  

 This is the word of God, it belongs to you, the people of God, thanks be to God. 

 One disappointing thing about the bible is that it doesn’t answer all our questions. Instead it tells 

stories.1 One question I’d like an answer to is where evil came from. The bible doesn’t say. It’s just there, like 

the snake in the garden. Why did God create a snake? Why didn’t Adam squash the snake? Don’t know. The 

story doesn’t say. There are some answers that are wrong. We can never say God created evil. God did not 

create evil. God is not the author of lies or the source of our tears. Evil isn’t there to bring about some greater 

good. Why is it there? Again, this is disappointing, but it’s the bible’s answer. I don’t know. Neither does 

anyone else.  

 Here’s why this is ok. Evil isn’t very interesting. Good is. And in light of God’s goodness we can say a 

few things about evil. Look how the serpent approaches Eve in this story,2 “Did God say?” This is the first 

theological conversation. There’s a famous joke about signs pointing to two different events. One says this 

way to God. The other says this way to a debate about God.i The serpent points to debate. Before this story 

Adam and Eve spoke to God but now they’re wondering, hm. Could’ve asked. Didn’t. Then look what he asks. 
3“Did God say you shall not eat from any tree in the garden?” It’s a gross distortion. God made all the trees 

good. Only one did he say not to eat. By now the serpent is bold enough. Eve says they’d die to eat of the one 

tree, and the serpent contradicts:4 “You shall not die . . . your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, 

knowing good and evil.” And sure enough, they don’t drop dead when they eat. They die inside. They realize 

they’re naked. They hide from God. Death may be some decades off but they’re dead man walking and dead 

woman walking.  

 Evil is a slippery thing. Think of the ways we justify it. Everyone else is doing it. It won’t kill you. It’s 

not as bad as what someone else is doing. Friend of mine tells of a roommate of his who got all the dates in 

college. He asked what the secret was. His roommate said it’s simple. I tell the girls whatever they want to 

hear. Evil. It’s sneaky. A good lie always has a piece of the truth in it. I’m haunted by George Orwell’s review of 

Adolph Hitler’s book Mein Kampf. Most thought Hitler was a buffoon. Orwell said not to underestimate him 

with these words5 

                                                                    
1 I. What evil is 
2 “Did God say?”—Gen. 3:1 
3 On screen attributed to 3:1 please 
4 Gen 3:5-6 
5 Up and attributed to “George Orwell on Adolf Hitler” 



Whereas Socialism, and even capitalism in a grudging way, have said to people "I offer you a good 

time," Hitler has said to them "I offer you struggle, danger and death," and as a result a whole nation 

flings itself at his feet. 

 The serpent’s lie is that life would be better without God. That there’s some way to happiness other 

than God’s commands. And we’re all tempted to think that. But the only way to be happy or human is in 

obedience to God. Evil looks more interesting. It promises things will be better if we’re in charge of our 

lives—God is lying to you. And here’s the thing. The serpent knows God is a softy. God won’t strike them dead, 

annihilate them for disobeying. And he uses that against them. Ah, God is more merciful than that. You can 

almost hear the snake high fiving himself as he walks away, wow, that was easy.   

 6And who is God, point two. God is often maligned for this story. Why all this punishment over an 

apple? Doesn’t God want them to grow up and enjoy? Does God not know what every parent knows—make 

one rule and it’ll get broken? In other words we think the serpent is right. God is ungenerous to prohibit 

anything. Life should be lived without limits. But look again. The bible says God makes everything there is for 

us to enjoy. Just leave this one tree alone. Does that sound ungenerous? Walter Brueggemann, greatest Old 

Testament scholar alive, says God is the one who permits, who calls, and who prohibits. But we, like the 

snake, remember only the prohibition. Why did God make a tree for them not to eat from? Don’t know. Just 

does. Look what else God creates. Everything that is! One another! Food! A magnificent garden! Life without 

need. God even wants to meet with us to be together every day. Until one day we don’t turn up at the 

appointed time.7 “They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden.”8 He calls out, “Where are 

you?” And they shrink away in shame.   

 Do you hear God asking you that question? Where are you? I miss you? 

 The serpent is right. God is a softy. He doesn’t destroy them though he could. He hands out 

punishment—the snake will crawl on its belly. The woman will have difficulty in childbirth. That is, she or the 

child may die, or she may not be able to get pregnant. The man will struggle to grow crops. And everybody 

will die. In other words much that marks the pain in our lives can be seen here. When I struggle at work I stop 

and think oh yeah, thistles and thorns. God said it’d be hard. I don’t know what to say about the childbirth 

thing. I just know that our greatest joy is also our greatest sorrow. Having children. Or not having children. Or 

having children who turn out differently than we wished. And the snake that eats the dust? What a great 

image for the devil. Eating us up, dust that we are. A friend of mine says as she gets older she needs the devil 

more. What? That is, she sees that to behave she needs to realize there’s real evil out there. To say stories 

about the devil are a fairy tale is to fail to see how twisted evil is and how messed up we are. It’s dark in there. 

 But look here. Even these punishments are grace. God gives us good work to do. It’s hard, full of 

thorns, and it makes us holy done right. A great servant of the church prayed this way, “hands to work, hearts 

to God.” As hard as those hands may work that can be prayer. Family is also grace. It’s the place that wounds 

us. And heals us. Hemingway said “The world breaks everyone, some people get strong in the broken places.” 

You may recognize I don’t use much family language when I describe the church. Because for people in my 

generation and younger we can assume our parents divorced. We know family isn’t simply a happy thing. It’s 

the people who wound you. And my age and younger we have to see this too. It’s also the place God heals. 

 Look here—the people pitifully try to cover their shame with fig leaves. Doesn’t work. Imagine trying 

to cover yourself with leaves from the nearest tree. Seems cold and painful. Sort of like adolescence. Sort of 

                                                                    
6 II. Who God is 
7 Gen 3:8 
8 Gen 3:9 



like all of life if we’re honest. And after God hands out punishment he does this,9 “The Lord God made 

garments of skins for the man and for his wife, and clothed them.” This supposedly ungenerous angry small 

minded god according to the serpent and most of the world tenderly takes our fallen first parents and weaves 

real sturdy clothes for them. Clothes are life. They’re also new life. When our infants are baptized in here they 

often wear white dresses.10 When Paul describes baptism he says “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ,” wear him. 

The minute we fall God already starts plotting our redemption. 

 An aside—this text is often blamed for sexism. Eve is fooled and women have suffered ever since. You 

may have heard Patricia Arquette’s impassioned plea for equal pay for Hollywood actresses as for its actors. 

It’s Genesis’ fault. This is a flat out lie about the bible. Look at one of the consequences of the fall:11 “Your 

desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.” Ruling is a sign of the fall. It’s not how God 

intended things. Redemption shall include no one gender ruling over another.12 Paul says “As many of you as 

were baptized into Christ have clothed yourself with Christ. There is now no longer . . . male and female; for 

all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” In the church God is undoing the effects of the fall, sexism included. 

 And look here. The first mentions of the gospel are already there in Genesis 3. Last Sunday we 

celebrated Ash Wednesday-Sunday. We had to cancel Ash Wednesday for weather, and Sunday y’all 

processed up, we made a cross with dirt on your forehead and said “Remember you are dust, and to dust you 

shall return,” right out of this story. When I got back up to pray I looked at y’all and saw a sea of ash crosses. 

We were all marked with death. Paul says elsewhere why we shouldn’t sin. He doesn’t say it’s against the 

commandments or God will get mad at you he says this,13 “Whoever has died is free from sin.” I looked out 

and saw a sea of dead people. And you were happy about it! Because death is no more to be feared. Christ 

went through it and gobbled it up. And unlike our first parents poor Adam and Eve we don’t have to sin 

anymore. Not if we’re in Christ. 

 Where are you? God asks. Right here we say, in your Son’s pierced palm. 

 The church has long seen the first announcement of the gospel in the middle of God’s punishments. 

That is God can’t even get through punishing us before he’s preaching good news. He says to the snake,14 “I 

will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers.” Who’s Eve’s offspring? 

The most human one? Our redeemer? “He will strike your head and you will strike his heel.” Or in other 

translations, “he will crush your head.” Or even “she.” I love this image so much I’m going to wear it out with 

you.15 It’s Eve, mother of humanity, and Mary, mother of the church. Eve still clutches the fruit. The snake is 

coiled around her leg. Mary directs her hand to her womb, full of God. And her other hand is on our 

foremother’s cheek. And without looking Mary crushes the serpent’s head. Grace starts before the 

punishment is even finished. That’s the way it is with God. Sure, he’s a softy, the devil was right. He does 

punish though. And his grace is woven into his punishment.  

 All that from an apple? Maybe that’s the question I should have started with. The answer is yes, 

disobedience to God is serious, there are no trivial sins. Here’s the thing. What if there’s another meal that 

undoes the bite that killed us? What if there’s a meal that’s presided over by Jesus, that includes his body, his 

                                                                    
9 Gen 3:20 
10 Quote up attributed to Ro 13:14 
11 Gen. 3:16 
12 Gal 3:27-28 
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blood, a meal that makes us live vastly more than the apple ever made our ancestors die? What if that meal is 

now? And what if you’re all invited? Amen. 

                                                                    
i It’s Tony Robinson’s story 


