
4th July 2021 
A Snake, a Tree, and a Garden 
 
Genesis 3:1-13 
 
 

The Big Picture: Genesis 3 and the Problem of Evil 
 
We have seen already how children ask some of the most perceptive questions about the 
bible. When we looked at the Sabbath, we asked, “Why did God need to take a rest 
anyway?” This week we are confronted by a similar question: “If everything was perfect in 
Eden, why did God make snake? Why did he put it in the garden?” The more we pull at this 
thread, the more new questions rise to the surface: - did God know what was going to 
happen? - If so, what does that say about God’s power – was he unable to prevent the snake 
or just unwilling? Did God think up a rescue plan before or after creation? 
 
So, why did God put the snake in the garden? 
 
Genesis chapter 3 is a pivotal chapter in the Bible. It is the point at which things start to go 
wrong. You may well have heard this event referred to as “the Fall.” But what is going on 
theologically in the Fall? Before we get to snakes and to trees, let us just try and put the big 
picture into place. What is happening in Genesis chapter 3? Genesis 3 is the Bible’s way of 
acknowledging the existence of evil in the world. Although we are presented here with a 
scene that sounds very much like ancient myth, we are nonetheless being told about 
something which concretely shapes the world in which we live. Evil is real.  
 
Genesis’ presentation of evil is universal in scope. In the Fall, we are not being told about 
some localised deity or demon, whose pranks have the potential to ruin a harvest, or bring 
ill-fortune. Genesis 3 is trying to account for evil as something far more pervasive and  
far-reaching.  
 
Yesterday I caught up with some old school friends. As a group, they are forthcoming about 
their agnosticism, and in some cases their professed atheism. Although they may not know 
the term “The Fall,” or be able to pinpoint its location in Genesis 3, they are nonetheless 
familiar with the story, not least because it has been the subject of ridicule by the comedian 
Ricky Gervais. Naturally in these situations, where I am talking about matters of faith with 
old friends, the right thing never comes to mind. I get in a tangle and the moment passes. 
 But after some reflection, it seems to me, that as ludicrous as these stories may sound to 
some, they are an attempt to explore the ideas of meaning and purpose in the face of 
suffering and evil. Should a similar situation arise, I think I would want to say, “Turn on the 
TV, open your news app, scroll through your news feed, do you see evidence of evil in the 
world? Do you think there may be meaning and purpose beyond the randomness and chaos 
of human suffering and evil?” 
 
The Fall is the Bible’s way of acknowledging the concrete reality of evil in the world.  
 
 



 
 Not so much a Fall, as a Great Disordering 
 
Now that the big picture is in place, now that we know what the Fall is trying to 
communicate, we are going to do something bold. We are going to rename it. The term 
“Fall” makes us think in a vertical sense, as if in Genesis 3 Adam and Eve were cast down 
from God’s presence. But Genesis 3 is better described as The Great Disordering. And that is 
the term we will use: The Great Disordering.  
 
Over the past few weeks, we have seen how order is so important to the opening creation 
account in the Bible. Everything is so particular, everything is so well structured, and in such 
clear sequence. By the end of Genesis chapter 2 we see how there are three active 
participants in the covenant of creation. There are three key relationships established and 
carefully ordered in the creation account. These are the relationships between God, human 
life, and the natural world. In The Fall each of these relationships is subject to frustration. In 
the Fall each of these relationships becomes disordered. This is where we come to the 
serpent.  
 
Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had 
made. (Genesis 3:1.) 
 
We need to focus here on the words “that the Lord God had made.” Often at this point, we 
dart off to other passages in the Bible in order to prove that this serpent is none other than 
Satan. While this is correct, we keep in mind the important motif already established by this 
point in Genesis, that is, the carefully ordered relationships in the covenant of creation. We 
must recall that the serpent was the craftiest of the creatures the Lord God had made. The 
serpent a part of the natural world. And yet we see a distortion at work, a creature is 
tempting Adam and Eve in place of God, rather than in his name. The order of the 
relationships we first read about in Genesis 1 are now completely topsy-turvy. The covenant 
of creation is broken. Not a Fall, but a great disordering.  
 
Let us return to the child’s question. Why was there a snake in the garden? It seems the 
snake was in the garden, first of all, because it was itself a part of creation. But as to why 
God permitted the snake to tempt Adam and Eve, we must continue further. Let’s talk about 
trees.  
 
From Snakes to Trees 
 
Genesis 3 uses poetic language, it draws on the language of ancient mythology to tell us 
about something that concretely shapes the world we live in, vis-à-vis evil. In the heart of 
the garden are two trees, which I believe are symbolic.  
 
If you look at the myths of the ancient world, virtually every culture will have stories of 
trees. From Egypt to Norway, trees feature in countless creation narratives. The author of 
Genesis understood this point of connection well, and used it to good effect. Trees almost 
universally represent life. Trees grow, produce fruit, which in turn sustains other creatures. 
Trees have a life span much greater than ourselves, and so continue to grow, produce fruit, 



and sustain others long after we have passed away. Trees are a sustaining and sustainable 
life source. So too with the Tree of Life in Genesis. Only, it is planted in Eden by God, to 
remind us that the gift of life ultimately comes from Him. In creation, the gift of life comes 
from the Holy God of Israel. 
 
But then we come across a tree that has no parallel in competing mythologies, the Tree of 
the Knowledge of Good and Evil. It is this tree the man and woman were forbidden to eat of. 
What a strange prohibition. Doesn’t God want us to be wise? Doesn’t God want us to be 
discerning? Does God want to keep us in the dark? 
 
Remembering the carefully-ordered relationships established in creation, remembering the 
openness of communion between God, Humanity and the Natural world, the prohibition 
shows that knowledge of good and evil was never meant to be pursued in isolation of God. 
Rather, it is something best done in partnership with God. We best understand what is 
good, and by extension what is evil, when we draw close to God. When Adam and Eve take 
and eat the fruit, what we have here is a symbol. It is a picture. It tells us that things went 
wrong the moment humanity sought to know good and evil independently of God. The sin 
of Genesis 3 isn’t some kind of sexual awakening, as is sometimes taught in literature; it 
names the human effort to overthrow God’s rule, to dethrone him and rule in his place. The 
sin of Genesis 3 is the attempt to be human without the one who gives us our humanity. 
Once again, we are reminded how Genesis 3 is not so a much a fall, but a great disordering. 
 
A rabbi I heard speak on this explained it this way: When you buy a car, brand new from the 
manufacturer, it’s yours. You can do what you like with it. If you wanted to, you could fill the 
tank up with water, and clean it with a scouring pad. You could put coffee in the engine 
instead of oil, and when you’re cruising around on a summer’s day you could gently open 
the window with the tap of a hammer. You can do this because the car is yours. But that’s 
not to say it is how the car works best. If you want it to work well, you need to follow the 
manufacturer’s guidelines, and not your own. In the same way, Adam and Eve were 
genuinely given authority to rule over creation, but that was best done according to the 
manufacturer’s guidelines. In Genesis 3, we see what happens when they try to do it their 
way.  
 
From one Tree to Another 
 
So, snakes, trees, and one terrible mess. A great disordering. What on earth are we to do? 
This is where we must realise that the story jumps off the page and into our hearts. This is 
where we must move from using the language of mythology, and talk instead in terms of 
the sins which mar our lives: anger, malice, lust, deceit. Here’s the point, you are not 
reading Genesis 3 aright, if you cannot see yourself in the place of Adam and Eve. In them, 
we all take the fruit of the forbidden tree. We all know the effects of the great disorder 
when we survey the more jagged edges of our lives. Three chapters into the Bible, and we 
see that not only do this Adam and Eve need a saviour, but rather we need a saviour; one 
who can heal what is fractured, order what is disordered, and importantly, forgive us our 
sins. 
 
This of course is Jesus Christ. The ancient theologians of the Church put it like this.  



 
Where the first Adam sinned at the tree in the garden, the second Adam defeated sin at the 
tree of Golgotha.   
Whenever you have a quiet moment, come down to the church and have a look at the East 
window, and read the inscription below Jesus’ feet.  
 
So today I want to leave you with these questions. 
 

1) Do you believe that there is meaning beyond the chaotic forces of sin and evil? 
2) Do you trust that Christ is the saviour who confronts and forgives sin? 
3) What are the disordered relationships in your life you need to commend to God? 

 
 
 
 
 


