Humans Are…Trees?
Have you ever sat by a peaceful river and looked at a tree planted near by blooming with flowers and thought, “you know, that tree is a great image for what human flourishing looks like.”?  Well if you have not done that creative exercise, the biblical authors have.  In fact,  the author of Psalm 1 imagines abundant life and says “He is like a tree planted by streams of water that yields its fruit in its season, and its leaf does not wither, whatever they do prospers.”  In fact this metaphor that humans are trees does not just pop up here and there in the bible.  It is actually a unifying theme throughout the entire Bible.  
Trees have a significant animated role in the biblical story.  They are not passive, they play an active role. In the first creation account, God creates trees and tells them to be fruitful.  And then later God creates humanity and tells them also to be fruitful.  And this is all on purpose and intentional and we are meant to connect all of these stories as a unified theme.  And it is strategically at lynch points of the whole biblical story, low and behold there is always a tree in the midst.
So we will begin this study are pondering the idea that humans are like trees.  We tend to focus on the tree of the knowledge of good and evil or good and bad, and we focus less on the tree of life.  But they are related and we will talk about, but for the moment we will just begin to think about the trees of Eden and the other sacred trees where humanity meets or fails God.  Or has to own up to their failures at trees in high places.  What we are doing is meditating on the Bible because the Bible is meditation literature.  And what I mean by that is the Bible is meant to be pondered and not just read.  And when you do you will see that trees pop up a lot. 
And so going really big picture here.  The Old and New Testaments are a collection of different scrolls and letters and they are unified thematically and editorially.  They have been composed as a collection in multiple stages.  And one of the ways it is unified is through the repetition of ideas, scenes, images, key words that repeat through story after story.  And when you see that your mind is to go to earlier stories that this has occurred and you are meant to think of this as a whole idea. 
So trees, people meeting God at trees and succeeding or failing a test is a major theme.  Think of the climax of the biblical story of the tree on the hill at Golgotha.  The tree of life at the New Jerusalem.  Abraham meets God at the tree before the angels go into Sodom and Gomorrah.  Deborah judges Israel at the oak.
Lets begin with some surprising facts about trees in the Bible.  
1. Apart from God and humans, trees are the most frequently mentioned living thing in the Bible.  
2. The word tree appears in the NIV 293 times, fruit 212, branch 107, root 57, forest 51, vine 72, leaf 19, those right there gives you over 800 appearances and does not include the mention of specific trees.  And some of this has to do with the context of living in the hill country and being farmers.
3. Famous bible verses and stories with trees
a. Creation
b. Moses and burning bush – which there is a connection as like a miniature tree.  A tree in Hebrew vocabulary is a big bush.
The word tree is Etz and it is very flexible.  It can refer to a bush, a symbolic tree, or wood.  So when you cut down Etz you still have Etz.  A better translation is tree-like things.  And this is important because it covers so many types of thing.  And so they can be connected in design pattern very easily in the Bible.
c. Christ on the cross, 
d. Psalm 1: 3
e. Jesus talked about trees, I am the vine you are the branches
f. Jesus talks about the kingdom of God as a mustard seed that becomes a huge tree
4. Tree imagery occurs at strategic moments at hinge narratives or poems
a. The creation account
b. The fall story 
c. The covenant making moments happen around trees in the mountains, trees on top of high places.  Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David all experience this.  The trees look different for each.  Remember the flexibility of Etz.  Sometimes it’s a tree in the form of a boat.  Other times an actual tree.
d. The temple made out of Etz
e. Promised land full of trees you can sit under
f. Pomegranate trees woven into everything on the temple.
g. In the prophets the messianic deliverer is regularly described as a tree.  In fact in Jeremiah and Zechariah the name of the messiah is a branch.
h. Work of Spirit connected to trees.
The point is that it is all done on purpose and we are meant to connect all the dots.
Okay, into the Bible we go.  We will look at the symbolism and meaning of trees in the Bible.  Within the six days of Gods work there are the 2 pairing panels of 1-3 and 4-6 that match.  So the design of Genesis 1 is the prologue and concludes with an epilogue in chapter 2:1-3.  And what is in between is the six days of God working.  The six days are designed in pairing triads.  1-3 make a set and 4-6 match what happens in 1-3 in terms of contest and vocabulary and so on.
The prologue begins with everything is wild and waste or formless and void.  These are English words for order and disorder.  Day 1 Gods light emanates into the darkness, day 2 waters below and above are separated.  Day 3 two things happen not just one as before.  The dry land emerges out of water and the second is plants emerge out of the ground and specifically fruit trees.
Days 4-6 backs up and goes back to lights.  Day 4 are the lights in the sky.  Day 5 the sky flyers and water swarmer’s.   Day 6 we back to dry land and there are 2 acts on day 6.  The bonus thing on day 3 is the fruit trees.  On day 6 it is humans who are to be fruitful.  
The design structure of Genesis one wants me to associate fruitful trees with fruitful humans.  They both exist on the dry land and have the same function written with the same vocabulary.  The Bible could have said dear reader I want you to think of humans as trees.  Well in a way they are.  Because the same concept will come from a different design pattern in the second creation narrative because they will be planted in Eden and another part we will discuss.  And this is a very ancient way of looking at the Bible and Hebrew poetry.  The main design convention is 2 or three short lines that are parallel designed to be paired together in some way.  Repeating either the same ideas or vocabulary but never identical, aways with a little bit of variation and the differences enrich the story and give it a greater depth.  This is the same principle but in a narrative.  
Now lets pause and think about what trees and humans both do that are a little bit different then everything else that was created.  The trees and the humans are associated with the word seed.  They both have seed in them.  God has the capacity to just self-generate a universe out of his own power and creativity.   Isaiah 55:10-11 ““For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven
    and do not return there but water the earth,
making it bring forth and sprout,
    giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater,
11 so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth;
    it shall not return to me empty,
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose,
    and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”
God is depicted as self-generating.  God does not need something else.  In the same way there is a long paragraph about how trees have seed in them to produce more trees with fruit.  So why does the Bible go into this.  Trees are not self-generating in that they did not create themselves.  But when you look at a tree, they live longer then humans most of the time and they make you think of a self-generating concept.  They have within them in the tiniest little form the seed form of a whole other thing and it just produces them.  It’s a kind of perpetual or eternal life, not literally but metaphorically.  And if you stop and think about it, humanity as a species is kind of like that.   We have within ourselves the ability to produce seed in Hebrew.  The seed is God giving humanity the ability to self-replicate life to other creatures.  In a way its like being an image of the divine ability to do so, and do so for us only once we have a beginning.  There is something kind of divine about seeds.  Us and trees are self-perpetuating creatures. Now animals can too, but the narrative itself does not focus in on that.  IT focuses on the human and tree ability.  And that is a meditation point.  How trees are like humans and both are images of Gods self-generating power.  
This is why in the book of Isaiah chapter 65:22 God can say “No longer will they build houses and others live in them,
    or plant and others eat.
For as the days of a tree,
    so will be the days of my people;
my chosen ones will long enjoy
    the work of their hands.”
The tree in the Bible becomes a symbol of eternal life. 
Back to Genesis.  Just like the introduction of trees in Genesis one is paired with the introduction of humans,  The same idea happens in the Garden of Eden story.  The origin of humans  is designed to parallel the origin of trees.  In Genesis 2:7 we are told that the Lord God formed a man[c] from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.
8 Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. 9 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.
The formed is Wayyister, humans is Adam.   From the ground is min-ha-adamah.  Adam and Adamah rhyme, the words are connected.  Two verses later in verse 9 the  word for sprout is Wayyatsmakh.  Different verbs but the first three letters are identical.  And so once again this is a pairing strategy that biblical authors will use that share verbs and nouns are often a clue for pairing things.  If it was just those two that can happen, but how do I know the connections are intentional.  Because the multilayering of connections.  
Humans and trees wayitsed from the ground. And then both are min ha Adamah.  And so what emerges from the ground from the three verses are trees and people and genesis 1 has already prepared me to link trees and people.  So it reinforces the same metaphorical concepts.  And so now im thinking in the rest of the Bible, humans and trees might be linked in some way.  
And the next thing we are told is that there were once special trees, a tree of life and the tree of knowing good and bad in the middle of this garden.  
So, think with me, you have trees and humans who are fruitful in Genesis 1, trees and humans formed out of the ground in Genesis 2, and then what you learn about he trees is that they are beautiful and good for eating.  There is one tree that will give life, and one tree that will give knowledge of good and bad and represent a test.  So if that is true of trees, and I know trees are parallel to humans then you begin to wonder before the story continues, if humans are going to be beautiful and represent a test of choosing between good and bad.  This vocabulary of pleasing to the eyes and good for food will describe multiple human characters in the book of Genesis.  Sarah when she runs into pharoah,Rebekkah when she and Isaac are down in Gerar and Abimaleks people se that she is beautiful of sight.  Jospeh is good of eyes to Potiphar’s wife.  So what trees represent in the garden, is going to be an idea of what will become true of humans. Humans become trees of testing to other humans metaphorically and I am prepared for that in Genesis 2.  
And so this is laying the groundwork for understanding weird tree stories in the Bible like the cursing of the fig tree that we will talk about as we move forward.  
The tree of life is cosmic and we will talk a bout this.  People can be likened to the tree of life.  They can be a vehicle of life and love and blessing to others around them which is what the tree is, a vehicle of Gods life coming into earth.
To round this off.  In Genesis 1 and 2 people are like trees in terms of producing fruit.  And if you look at the ct scan of a human lung, the vessels look like a tree.  And so what is the function of our lungs, to create cell structures that are meant to capture as much oxygen and absorb it into the blood to get reoxygenated.  And that is the exact function the leaves in the tree and the branch structure is developed to produce the most leaves as possible.  So the human lung is like an inverted tree.  It is just a way of furthering the metaphor and seeing the interdependence of humans and trees.  Trees provide life for humans and we provide what they need.  
So we saw people are compared to trees.  In Hebrew the main word for descendent is seed and that word is Zera and it is the same for plants and trees and humans.  And there is an important metaphorical connection and that is that people are like trees.  Fruit can refer to descendants as well but 9 out of 10 times descendants appear it is this word.  
The Hebrew word for infertile is Aqar which means to be uprooted or disconnected from your root.  This is why I believe its called a blessing to be fertile in the Bible because you are connected back to the blessing of Eden to be fruitful and multiply.  
Here is another thing.  If people are like trees, then water is what is necessary for trees to flourish.  And water is a regular image of all kinds of things that come from God to make human God flourish.
Isaiah 44:3 For I will pour water on the thirsty land,
    and streams on the dry ground;
I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring,
    and my blessing on your descendants.
The point is that all the images of Gods word or Spirit being something that grows trees is all connected to this metaphorical connection that is built in Genesis and why when you get to Psalm 1 you can read Blessed is the one
    who does not walk in step with the wicked
or stand in the way that sinners take
    or sit in the company of mockers,
2 but whose delight is in the law of the Lord,
    and who meditates on his law day and night.
3 That person is like a tree planted by streams of water,
    which yields its fruit in season
and whose leaf does not wither—
    whatever they do prospers.
This is going to pay dividends as you read your bible and see all these tree images and stories and hopefully they will make more sense.  And why a man who claims in word and deed to be the creator hanging on a tree can give the gift of Gods own life and spirit to all of creation.  The meaning of the cross itself takes on more significance when you understand the metaphor.  
So next week we will talk about the tree of life.
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