
1 

Jeff Paschal 

“What do you do with a free gift?” GPPC 3-5-17 

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7, Romans 5:12-19 

 The lectionary suggested Bible readings for this Sunday pair a 

section of the Book of Genesis with a section of Paul’s Letter to the 

Roman church. And one way of looking at this pairing is to see it as 

problem followed by solution.  

 So here’s the problem. Using playful, metaphorical, not literal 

language, in chapter two and three, the writer of Genesis sketches out a 

story familiar to many of us. We’ll retrace the action quickly.  

God creates the man, (Hebrew, Adam) from the dirt, (adamah). 

And God breathes into his nostrils the breath of life. God plants a garden 

in Eden and puts the man there, lucky guy. God grows trees pleasant for 

the man to look at and good for providing food. And the man is told to 

“till and keep” the garden. As one professor says, “But this is not the 

best translation of these two Hebrew verbs. The first, usually rendered 

‘to till,’ is…more often translated as ‘to serve’ or ‘to be a slave of.’ The 

second, ‘to keep,’…means ‘to preserve’ or ‘to protect.’” (Jon L. Berquist in 

Feasting on the Word, Year A, Vol. 2, 29.)  
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 So from the very beginning of creation, and from the very 

beginning of the Bible, we’re reminded that we do not own the creation. 

Instead, the creation belongs to God, and we are to serve, preserve, and 

protect the environment. Certainly nobody wants more environmental 

regulations than necessary, but adequate environmental regulations are 

essential to protecting the creation. Where citizens once choked in smog-

filled cities, now they breathe fresh air. Where citizens once were 

poisoned by drinking polluted water, now they drink safely from their 

faucets. Where our lakes and rivers once were open sewers, now they 

are places for rest and recreation. How? Because decades of 

environmental regulation enforced by our government have made the 

world a healthier, more wondrous place.   

 But now we face the danger of climate change caused largely by 

human pollution. Yes, I know some of you disagree, but the danger is 

too great to take a chance. Because if we assume that climate change is 

not caused by human beings and we continue to pollute and 

temperatures continue to rise, soon it will be too late to say, “Oops! We 

were wrong.” Even now people in poor countries are suffering from 
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soaring temperatures and rising sea levels that are flooding their cities. 

Now is the time to cut back on the use of fossil fuels and the production 

of greenhouse gases, because we are called to serve, preserve, and 

protect the earth that belongs to God and not to us.  

Also in the Garden of Eden is the tree of life and the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. God gives the man only one command, 

“Don’t eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, because on 

the day you do that day you’ll die.”  

 Meanwhile, the man gets to name all the animals in the world. God 

brings each animal to the man and says, “So what do you want to call 

this?” And the man says, “Well, that’s an Eastern Bluebird. It would 

nice to put a bunch of those in North Carolina.”  

“What do you call this?” “That’s a hummingbird. Great work, 

Lord!  

“What about this?” “Aardvark”  

“This?” “Platypus.”  

“This?” “Mosquito. Do we really need this one, Lord?”  
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And so it goes. This man, dirt creature that he is, nonetheless is 

given even more responsibility. And then he is given something, actually 

someone else—a partner.  

The writer of Genesis says that God sees all the animals the man 

has named. But none of these animals is appropriate to be his partner. So 

God takes one of the man’s ribs and forms a partner for the man— 

(Hebrew ishshah) Eve.  

Now sometimes you hear people use this passage as an argument 

against LGBT folks. “It’s Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve!” But 

there’s really nothing here about sexual orientation. And the biblical 

writers don’t know anything about sexual orientation, just as they don’t 

know that the earth is round not flat and that the earth revolves around 

the sun. And they don’t know anything about nuclear physics or 

dentistry or space travel. There are many things humanity has learned 

about since the writing of the Bible, and there are mysteries we are still 

learning about.  

What’s valuable here is information about the nature and quality of 

human relationship. The writer, using playful metaphor, says the woman 
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is created from the man’s rib. In other words she’s created from the 

same essence as the man and with the same status. She is not lessor. She 

is not a mere animal or object to be used. She is an independent person. 

And the relationship between the man and this person, this partner, is 

based in mutuality, not in dominance and certainly not in abuse. This is 

our faith’s standard of relationship for straight folks and for LGBT folks. 

Amen?  

So the man and the woman are in the Garden of Eden, serving, 

preserving, and protecting the creation, and enjoying each other. And 

along comes a talking snake, a chatty serpent. As biblical scholars 

remind us, the snake is not the devil or Satan or beady-eyed evil. No. 

This is a talking snake, what the writer says is the craftiest, or most 

cunning wild animal.  

The snake says, “SSSSSSSS-oh, did God say, “You can’t eat from 

any tree in the garden?” And the woman says, “We’re allowed to eat the 

fruit of the trees in the garden, but not the one in the middle. We can’t 

even touch it, or we’ll die.”  
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But the snake says, “Nah. You won’t die. God knows if you eat 

from it, your eyes will be opened, and you’ll be like God, knowing good 

and evil.”  

And you know the rest of the story. The woman ate and gave some 

to her husband, and he ate. The eyes of the woman and the man were 

opened and they realized they were naked. So they made loincloths for 

themselves.  

What’s the writer trying to tell us in the story? You can interpret 

this text in many different ways, but one thing is obvious; the couple 

struggles with boundaries and with limitations placed by the Divine. 

God has given the couple all the resources they need for bountiful life, 

and just one prohibition. But they choose to break that prohibition. They 

refuse to accept the boundary and the limitation imposed by God.  

And this is our story, isn’t it? We say it’s a free country and we are 

free people. Nobody, not even God, can tell us what to do. So we 

abandon boundaries. We ignore Sabbath. We’re cruel to others, 

especially the weak. Tell lies and pretend they are truth. Slander the 

stranger and our neighbor. Misuse the eco-system. Exploit the poor with 
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low wages, unsafe conditions, and inadequate health care. Starve 

government programs of societal uplift. And the list goes on.  

An Old Testament scholar says, “Our mistake is to pursue 

autonomous freedom. Freedom which does not discern the boundaries of 

human life leaves us anxious…The advertising of consumerism and the 

drives of the acquisitive society, like the serpent, seduce into believing 

there are securities apart from the reality of God…Anxiety comes from 

doubting God’s providence, from rejecting [God’s] care and seeking to 

secure our own well-being. Failure to trust God with our lives is death.” 

(Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, 54.)  

This is our problem.  

But Paul tells us God’s solution. As Paul writes, “Sin came into the 

world through one man, and death came through sin, and so death spread 

to all because all have sinned…” Paul sees Adam’s sin affecting not 

only Adam but indeed all humanity through the ages. Adam is our 

forebear and our prototype in sin. Not only do we follow his example 

but like a spiritual pollution, sin is already and always in the air we 

breathe and in the water we swim in. Our tendency to push away from 
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the good boundaries and limitations God gives us is not just an 

occasional impulse; it is something endemic to humanity itself. What to 

do? What to do?  

Try harder. When you leave church today, everybody start being 

good, or else!  

If only it were that easy. A New Testament professor said, “When 

sinners ‘try harder,’ they only produce more sin…‘trying harder’…is 

simply another form of temptation to ‘be like God’ that was the downfall 

of Eve and then Adam…we cannot deliver ourselves.” (Paul Achtemeier, 

Romans, 100-101.)  

The professor is not suggesting that we not seek to be obedient to 

God. That’s not helpful. But sin is too enmeshed in us and in our 

environment to be slain with the machete of our “being good” and our 

“trying harder.” In fact, about the time we’ve convinced ourselves of 

how good we’re being, we eventually come to see how arrogant we’ve 

become and how many new sins we’ve added to replace the old ones we 

figured we’d vanquished forever.  

What to do?  
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 Paul sees Adam as the one who has gotten us into this mess, 

though that doesn’t get us off the hook. As Waylon Jennings sang, “The 

devil made me do it the first time. The second time I done it on my 

own.” Paul says Adam has prepared a map for us, and we’ve been happy 

to follow his coordinates all the way to death.  

So there’s only one solution for us, one solution for God who 

intends to redeem not just a few well-informed and good-hearted 

Christians but the whole universe.  

Paul says, “Because of the one man’s trespass, death exercised 

dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive the 

abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion 

in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.”  

To put it more simply, Paul does not see Adam and Christ as 

equals, Christ merely cancelling out the debt that Adam (and we have 

incurred). No. That would be tremendous, but God’s free gift goes 

beyond that. In Christ, God’s grace not only brings us into right 

relationship with God but also God’s grace “abounds.” God’s grace 

overflows. God’s grace is not a levelling of the scales. In Jesus Christ, 
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we are given a new relationship and a new life built upon an endless 

flowing river of grace, a free gift.  

Let me try a personal example. Officiating at weddings is one of 

the great privileges for a minister. But weddings are both joyful and 

stressful for ministers to perform. In many cases, for many years the 

couple and their family members have imagined what this special day 

will be like; their expectations are high. There are seemingly a thousand 

details to prepare. And then after all the months of preparation, the time 

for the service finally arrives. The couple makes their way down the 

aisle and they stand before the congregation and me. I celebrate with 

them, but standing about a foot away from them I tend to absorb their 

nervousness and happiness. I’ve learned over the years that if either 

person begins to cry, it’s best for me to become very interested in my 

little black book of liturgy. 

Usually, the weddings I officiate have few, if any, noticeable 

hiccups. But a couple of months ago, that wasn’t the case. I led a 

wedding in which at one point the sister of the bride was supposed to 
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come forward and read a short poem as part of the service. We had 

practiced the service a couple of times the day before without a hitch.  

But on the day of the service, I read my part, and then skipped over 

the place where the sister would speak. And I did not realize my mistake 

until after the bride and groom had kissed and were marching out of the 

sanctuary and I saw the sister sitting in the pew. After the bridesmaids 

and groomsmen had recessed, I walked down the center aisle and 

apologized to the sister. She was gracious and accepted my apology, as 

did the bride and groom when I apologized to them after the service.  

But the mistake continued to bother me. This young woman had 

prepared something special for her sister’s wedding, and I had messed it 

up, and taken it from her. And no matter what I said, no matter how bad 

I felt, no matter how many times I apologized, the moment was gone and 

could not be restored.  

Beth kept telling me to let it go, but it gnawed at me. I couldn’t 

blame a talking snake or even my wife. It was my fault, and I couldn’t 

make it better by trying harder. I’d already tried my best and failed.  
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This week I got a letter from the couple. I hesitated to open it, 

because I thought it might be a note expressing their unhappiness. But at 

last I opened it. There were no complaints. No accusations. Just 

kindness. In fact, the couple said, “The service was perfect and very 

meaningful. Everyone has been very complimentary of the ceremony 

and of the church.” A free gift from this couple.   

Now you know that service was not perfect. It was flawed, flawed 

by my mistake. But by the couple’s grace, it was made better than 

perfect.  

You and I, we live these lives of ours, imperfect that they are. 

Trying harder doesn’t make things right. Feeling sadder about our sins 

doesn’t make things right. Blaming others doesn’t make things right. 

The only thing that makes things right is grace, God’s grace, poured out 

upon you and me and all the world. God’s grace in Jesus Christ. 

Amazing grace. This free gift. And what do you do with a free gift? 

What do you do? You share it with others. You say thank you. Thank 

you with your life. Thank you. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


