
Conscience and Consciousness
 First Sunday in Lent - Year A - 03/01/2020

Psalm Reading:  32
1st Reading: Matt. 4:1-11, 2nd: Genesis 2:15-18,  3:1-7

This passage from Genesis is often described as “The Fall”. 
It is thought that when Adam and Eve ate the fruit of the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil that they experienced a fall 
from God’s grace. Their disobedience of God’s command NOT 
to eat of the tree is often designated as the “original sin”, the 
first sin of humanity. But I think there is something deeper 
going on in this passage. The “Fall” was actually the catalyst 
that moved humanity from a senseless animal existence to 
become the contemplative caring beings that surround us in 
the sanctuary today.
(2:15) The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden 
of Eden to work it and take care of it.

Describe the idyllic state.
Rain at 2:30
No Blight 
People and animals do not age or get sick
Eat or nap any time you want.

(16-17) And the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free 
to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat 
from it you will certainly die."

Hunter/Gatherer/Farmer – God provides everything
Humanity creates nothing.

But die? “Certainly die” - Yes die!
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(18) The LORD God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone.
I will make a helper suitable for him."

Why is it not good?
Loneliness?
Need someone to form relationship.
Love? Reproduction?
To make us complete? (Completing sentences.)
Important for human development and 

understanding.
(3:1)Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild 
animals the LORD God had made.

Serpent comes on scene – the devil? - No.
May represent the devil, temptation.

The little voice that niggles in our brains telling us it is 
okay to do the things we just want to do...our lizard 
brains.

Neo Cortex – Reason
Limbic System – Emotions
Reptilian Complex – Instincts

Speaks to basic desires.
He said to the woman, "Did God really say, 'You must not eat 
from any tree in the garden'?" 

Interesting exchange between serpent and Eve.
Serpent placing doubt in Woman’s mind. After all, she only

has Adams word for it, right?
(2) The woman said to the serpent, "We may eat fruit from the 
trees in the garden, (3) but God did say, 'You must not eat fruit 
from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must 
not touch it, or you will die.'"
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This is not exactly what God said to Adam. God, after all, 
did not tell Adam that touching the tree would cause death 
only eating of the tree.1 This conversation, it is thought, might 
make it easier to test this law, the ONLY law God has at this 
point laid down for humanity.

This is Eve looking to test her boundaries.
Kids test their boundaries.
Now she need only touch the tree, or sin just a little 

bit, before jumping in with both feet. In the same manner that 
we might cheat on a diet.

Butter Pecan ice cream story?
So it shows how we can involve ourselves in sin, just a little

step at a time. One more bite and it will still be okay.
Temptation a little mind game that we play with ourselves.

Kind of like the conversation between Eve and the 
serpent.

(4) "You will not certainly die," the serpent said to the woman.
The Serpent is right and wrong about that.

Subtle language – will not immediately die…
Wages of sin is death. (Paul – Romans 6:23) “but the 

gift of God is eternal life, in our Lord Jesus Christ,”
So eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

is a crime punishable by death, just as is every sin. But we also 
know that God commutes that sentence, that as Paul says in 
that quote from his letter to the Romans, God forgives and 
gives us eternal life through Jesus Christ.

1 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible, Vol.1 The Five Books of Moses, Torah (New York: WW Norton, 2019) 
16.
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(5) "For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil."

Like a snake oil salesman the Serpent is goading her,  
selling her on all the advantages of eating this fruit. The 
interesting thing here is that everything he says is true. Eating 
of the fruit will clear her mental vision, and like God, she will 
come to a clear understanding what is good and what is evil.
(6) When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for
food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining 
wisdom, she took some and ate it.

Now Eve is completely sold, and she buys as much of the 
snake oil as she can get. She touches the tree, she eats from the
tree, and then we find out:
 She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and
he ate it.

Wait just a minute!
Adam was with her the whole time?
He knew the score from the very start.
Not sure why Eve gets all the blame for the Fall!
So, Adam eats from the tree as well. And what is the 

result?
(7) Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they 
realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and
made coverings for themselves.

“So the eyes of both of them were opened.” What is this 
telling us? I think this passage is about the moment when 
humanity moved from being simply an animal, eating off the 
land, and at this amazing time became self-aware, self-
conscious. And our passage makes this clear when Adam and 
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Eve suddenly realize their nakedness, perhaps even their 
vulnerability to the elements and even to each other.

Our ancestors, that is us as a people, we came to know 
that we are beings that do exist. We came to transcend our 
basic needs and desires. We came to have consciousness. But  
Consciousness is not enough. God made sure of one thing 
more. God gave us each other (Eve had Adam and Adam had 
Eve.) and through our consciousness and our being in 
relationship with others, God developed in us a conscience, the 
ability to differentiate between right and wrong.

Through consciousness we can look at other people and 
see what they are going through, because we too have 
experienced pain, we too have experienced hunger, we too 
have experienced sorrow. And because of our relationships, 
because we can put ourselves in the place of others, we can 
sympathize, we come to know inherently that we must obey 
the Golden rule, to treat our neighbor as we would be treated. 
Even more, as it says in both the Old Testament, Leviticus 
19:18, and as Jesus says in the New Testament, the Gospel of 
Mark 12:31, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” So it is through 
that first temptation we were given a conscience, a means for 
resisting temptation in the future.

So, we are made in the image of God. The serpent was 
correct in telling Eve that she and Adam would become more 
like God, at least in the respect of understanding what is good 
and understanding what is evil. Without this knowledge 
relationships become impossible, a Christian society becomes 
impossible.
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If we go back to chapter 3 verse 3, we find out that the 
tree was in the very middle of the Garden of Eden where Eve 
and Adam could not help walking past it, seeing it, admiring it 
constantly. It was inevitable that sooner or later Adam and Eve 
would eat of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. There
are many theologians that speculate that God expected that 
this would happen sooner or later.

So what does all of this mean to us in the here and now? It
means that we, in fact, know the difference between good and 
evil. Our brains are hard wired to have a conscience. Like Adam 
taking the fruit from Eve, we know the score. This puts the 
heavy responsibility upon us to choose to be good, to do as 
Christ taught us and to love our neighbors as ourselves. And 
there is another very important aspect here. Just as sinning was
inevitable for Adam and Eve in that garden, it is also inevitable 
for us, and just as the first sin was a death sentence, any sin we 
might commit is an ultimate death sentence for us. And there is
only one way that we are saved, and that is by our God, our 
Savior who saves us by grace, through faith…

ἀμἠν
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