The Tale of Two Trees
We continue on the theme of trees in the Bible.  And so we started by talking about the meaning of trees in the Bible and how they are connected to humans as the second most talked about organic thing.  And they have a specific meaning that is introduced in Genesis 1 and 2 where trees are a real focal point.  
One of the things trees do in the Bible is become a metaphoric scheme for thinking about what people are like.  And so people are like trees in the way they exist in the world and the way trees exist in the narrative are very similar.  
So, in Psalm 1:3 you can be a tree planted by a stream of water.  “He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in its season and its leaf does not wither; And in whatever he does, he prospers.  
The ideal place of being human is like a tree planted by a stream of water.  And remember Psalm 1 is packaged with Psalm 2 and they are composed as a literary whole introducing the book of Psalms and what you get is a human so connected with the will of God that in Psalm 1 they are like a eternal tree planted in Eden.  Psalm 2 they are ruling over the world undoing all the chaos and  evil in it to bring about the new Eden.  People are like Trees.
And that’s the tree of life imagery.  Trees are an image of perpetual life and continually bearing new life from within themselves, and humans are like that two and this is specifically noted in the creation story.  Trees have the ability to provide life for the creatures around them. Humans similarly can spread more life for the creatures around them.
Trees are a big deal because in the cultural context the people are even more dependent on trees and the land around them more than we are today.  They lived in a place that had a lot of deserty plains.   So, the Bible came into existence in a culture that existed and lived and traveled between the Mediterranean sea and the Persian gulf.  And if you look on a satellite image of this you will see a big brown stripe through that section with an occasional spot of blue normally around high places and river deltas.
Then we talked about two specific trees in the midst of the wilderness where God created a garden of Genesis 2.  The garden has food and trees to look at, and remember the garden is on a sacred high place with a river flowing out and down to become the four rivers that water the corners of the earth.  High mountain trees with water.  And in the middle of all this is the tree of life.  And we talked about the tree and how the picture of a tree of life was a common image for the imaginative pallet of those I the ancient near east.  Sacred trees a top high places were important and either connected to the gods or were the gods.  And so in Genesis 2 we get a contrast of those ideas from the Bible that God planted the tree as a gift and is not a god.
The tree is not God, but it is a place where humans meet God.  And we can eat the very presence of Gods life by way of the fruit.  And then we made a direct connection between Eden, the tree in the middle of the garden and the holy of holies in the temple.  
Now we are told of another tree in the middle of the garden, the tree of knowing good and bad.  Two trees planted in the high place.  So lets start here.  Knowing good and bad is a phrase used in the Bible that is always connected with children in a state of moral immaturity or just inexperienced in life where good and bad do not just represent philosophical and moral ideal itself but in terms of things that create life and things that are harmful things
And so God wants to shelter and protect the humans from good and bad until presumably they can learn wisdom from him to become wise rulers.  That is an inference but one that becomes much more clear as you go throughout the story because God does not want to keep humans in an infant state. God wants them to rule with them and to rule you need wisdom and so the question becomes how are you going to get wisdom.  
That’s one layer of this.  The second layer is this.  When the command about the trees is given in Genesis 2:15-17 the wording is important.  “Then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden to cultivate it and keep it.  
The word work avodah as we talked about to work, or labor, and shamar to keep, preserve or attend to, those two verbs in combination, there is only one other group of people this is used in reference too and given that job description and it is the levites who are to work in the temple.  So we are back to Adam and eve as a royal priest, and Eden as a temple with the middle of the Garden as the throne of God where they go to eat with God and ingest Gods divine life.
The Lord God commanded the man, saying, “From any tree of the garden you shall eat, eat.”  That is the very first command which is to eat of the fruit of all the trees, which includes the tree of life.  The first command does not place the tree of life off limits, and if you obey the command then you get the tree of life, that is not the story line.  And this is very important, the tree of life is not a reward for doing good.  It is the gift of eternal life right then and there.  The first divine command is to enjoy the gift of eternal life.  And so this reframes the command about the tree of knowing good and bad is.  Right, the text does not say you may eat all the trees of the garden including the tree of life, if you don’t take from the tree of knowing good and bad.  And unfortunately that is how many people read the narrative.  
The tree of life is already there and so the command to not eat of the tree of knowing good and bad is that eating from that tree will forfeit the tree of life.  That is the set up and that’s an important difference.  The tree of life is not the prize at the end.  Its with all the trees and part of the nourishment that God provided.
17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat[d] of it you shall surely die.”  In Hebrew it is die, die, and eat, eat from all the trees.  The commands begin with double emphasis eat, eat of any tree, and don’t eat of this tree or you will die, die.  One tree will make it all fall apart, so don’t eat from that, I want you to be fruitful and multiply, so don’t eat from that one.  
So this is not a warning, it does not say if you eat from that tree, I will kill you, it says it will lead to death, death will be the consequence.  What will happen in the narrative is that they will eat from the tree and then not trust each other and hide their bodies and blame each other.  Then you watch two brothers divide and one kills the other.  And so the first death in the Bible is not from God, its from a human who has taken the knowledge of good and bad into their own hands.  And then you get the outbreak of violence that leads to the flood.
Gary Breshars points this out, God does not say if you eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and bad, I will kill you, God says that it will kill you.  It’s a paraphrase but that is the idea.  And what I realize is that I have been hearing a different story then what is actually there.  I always assumed it was that God would be killing them, or setting in motion their death, when in reality it is a warning that what you do will lead to death.  Now, God does play a role in that God exiles them from the garden so that they cant eat from the tree of life, however, remember that that is a mercy given to humanity.  
The exile is a secondary response to humans taking from the tree, and its taking that leads to them killing each other in the very next chapter.  
So lets pause, think if the tree of the knowledge of good and bad and the tree of life as next to each other and the command is eat of all the trees which includes that one in the middle, the tree of life. 
However, in order to experience and eat from the tree of life you have to walk by the tree of knowing good and bad and not take from it, you must avoid it.  It looks good but God says that will kill me and hurt myself and others.  So I must avoid it to keep  have access to the life that God intends for me.  That’s how the trees function and relate to each other.  The way to eternal life is by keeping my hands off the tree of knowing good and bad.  I don’t have to ear eternal life, its already attainable through a gift from God.  But I can forfeit my chance an access to it by choosing my own good and bad.  
Now to the question that a lot of people ask.  Why would God put this dangerous tree in the garden if God knew we would choose it?  They blame God for putting a choice in front of the humans.  Well the narrative gives us an image of the human condition.  It also presents us with free will and shows us the base of all our decisions.  We choose to depend on God or not.  And it may seem like the easy way out.  Letting myself define what is good and bad is easier than having to wait for God and depend on God for wisdom.  I am going to take the power and authority to do what I want myself.  And then we see how the decisions we make in life can be what we determine to be what is good and bad.  Instead of letting God decide which is much easier.  Like if you think about it, letting God tell us what is good and bad is easy because it doesn’t change.  Whereas with humans the different cultures decide what’s good and bad and different societies and leaders and that as we have seen changes over time and always is lacking something, whereas Gods rules do not.  I get to define good from bad and neglect the well being of others and all of a sudden im eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad.  The choice involved is am I going to define good and evil, good and bad.  
The reason the tree is there is that it’s a powerful image of the nature of all human experience, every good thing in my life is also matched by an equal or greater number of opportunities to ruin it by taking my own knowledge of good and bad.  And often times we take it without knowing it.  And the tree of knowing good and bad is there with us perpetually, that is why it is next to the tree of life.  
Genesis 3:1-6 3 Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had made.
(every time this appears in proverbs it is a positive trait of the righteous and wise.  It is when you can identify all the factors and find the solution forward and act on it.  You are making the best decision with the least amount of unnecessary stuff leftover.  The point is the serpent sees this as a unique opportunity.  So the serpent is not introduced in a negative capacity, but it does show the creature has two possibilities to choose from moving forward.  To bring life or bring death.  The humans are in their infancy in terms of maturity and this serpent is wise. HE has knowledge of Gods words, claims to have privileged knowledge of Gods divine council decisions.  Which makes you think this is more than you average snake but that’s for a different conversation)
He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You[a] shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” (he inverts the gift because God commanded them to eat from all of the trees)
 2 And 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 midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5 For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened (enlightenment, wisdom), 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,[b] she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. 
The ability to know good and bad is an attractive proposition.  And remember this is going to be a motif throughout the Bible that these test moments that characters come before are a lot between a choice and the best choice, there are times when its good vs bad.
So why would they eat of the fruit fo the knowledge of good and bad.  Well Eve is hungry, and it will give her food, its beautiful and doesn’t look bad, third it gives me something that I want. I want to be wise.  God said it will kill me, but I think it will make me wise.  
7 Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths.
So their eyes were most certainly made opened meaning they will be like Elohim, knowing good and bad is what the serpent said.  But what actually happens is that their eyes are opened and they realize they are vulnerable before each other.  And in a way they do become like Elohim, in verse 22 God says they have become like us knowing good and bad, so the snake was not lying.  But what knowing good and bad does, especially since they took it in such a way that God told them not to take it, they realize their otherness from each other.  They realize they are no longer one, in full vulnerable and intimacy their otherness becomes mutual and one, now it becomes a sense of alienation and division.
And the Bible does not give us all the answers we would want, its almost like the Bible forces you to read the rest of the Bible and then take what you have learned and bring it back to this story.  And remember good and bad does not just mean philosophical morality, it is also beneficial and harmful, life giving catastrophic harm death bringing, that kind of thing.  And so, to not know good and bad also means I have never had anything bad happen to me, I only know good.  So that’s one layer.  And another layer of it is the state of moral infancy.  Well what is moral maturity, its responsibly making decisions and being responsible for them.  So now we are to the moment that God says no, but in the story is it implied that God is saying not yet.  Because it’s a good thing to know good and bad.  
Another thing is that it is very corruptive to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad.  Its not like God can say bad idea eating that fruit, lets get that out of your system and try again.  And this is illuminated by what happens at mount Sinai where you have Israel at another high place where their representative Moses is meeting God by a tree and receive the commands of the Torah, and Moses is going to go on to say in the book of Deuteronomy 30:19 “I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and curse. Therefore choose life, that you and your offspring may live, 20 loving the Lord your God, obeying his voice and holding fast to him, for he is your life and length of days, that you may dwell in the land that the Lord swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give them.”
Israel at mount Sinai is a replaying of the garden of Eden moment, will they obey or will they disobey?  To me this gives a retro commentary on the trees in the garden.  God wants his people to have the knowledge of the right and wrong thing, but it has to do with listening to Gods voice.  The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.
So the two trees are intertwined throughout the biblical storyline.  Now back to the garden.  They eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad and God shows up and is not happy and it all hits the fan.  Humanity chose to gain wisdom on its own terms.  Which means that eternal life for a creature that has coveted wisdom by its own taking is a curse.  And so God exiles them from the garden, and once again the garden narrative in Genesis 3:22 God says the humans became like one of us knowing good and bad, and so lets send them away from the tree of life.  
And so God makes a promise that a seed will come from the woman that will undo everything I the garden that went wrong.  But the seed will also suffer by the serpent in some way.  And so now humanity walks out of the garden and we do as readers seeing failure of the test of humanity to listen to Gods voice.  But e trust that a seed is coming that will undo what has happened. 
And true to the beauty of the biblical narrative, you will see all of the key characters in the stories to follow at moments where they are at literal and symbolic high places with trees facing their own test.  Welcome to the story of Abraham and the especially the story of Moses.  The pattern is being in front of a tree and having a choice to how you are going to find wisdom.  Will they do what Adam and Eve did, or will they resist temptation to do whatever it is there version of taking of the tree of the knowledge of good and bad.  
The word test is Nasah.  And it is defined as to test, to try, and its translated most often as to prove or to tempt.  And the meaning and point of testing in biblical Hebrew is to expose the truth about what something really is.  And for some reason in evening, we think of and experience testing as proving your worth.  Ideally what test are, are showing what needs to be corrected so that I can make up for it and keep learning.  
The point through this all will be that humanity can not fulfill its calling, what we will need is someone that is a supped up version of humanity to show up and make some moves and truly partner with God.  Because as you go from person to person throughout the Bible they will all fail to pas the test and you will be left thinking, well who can pass the test.  The dirt creature at present cannot pass the test.  What you need is a dirt creature infused with the life and breathe of God to pass.  The Garden narrative is telling us we need a human character who is one with the creator of the universe to partner with God to succeed where Adam and Eve failed.  
An interesting thing is that there is second temple Jewish literature that asked the question, did Adam and Eve blow a chance to repent.  Because it’s the blame shifting that is highlighted.  When God shows up God asks a question, and why do you ask questions?  Its to invite a response. And so God asked if Adam ate from the tree and his response is it’s the woman’s fault.  Then God addresses Eve and gives her a chance, what did you do?  And her response is to blame the serpent.  So what nobody does is say I did it and I am sorry.  Because the first question is where are you guys, we usually meet right here, its time for our walk.  
Then God will go on to say I am kicking you out of the garden for your safety, not just because you did the wrong thing.  And so we don’t know what would have happened if they repented, but this does show the destruction taking the knowledge of good and bad into your own hands can do.  Because even when given the chance to make things right, they still neglect to do it.  Something has happened to change the human fundamentally.  
And the beautiful thing of Genesis 2 and 3 is that the Bible does such a great job of giving a narration of a story that is pre history meaning pre when we see records of things and saying all that you are experiencing, it can be traced back to this, there is something fundamentally flawed in us, and at the same time, every human can see themselves as Adam and Eve in their own lives.  
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