“Preaching Judgment”
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7  Galatians 3:23-28
As you may have guessed or as you will discover, I’m not a fire and brimstone kind of preacher.  God’s grace, God’s mercy, God’s never-ending love—that’s more my style.  Judgment?  The very word conjures up images of street-corner preachers yelling at the top of their lungs, “Turn or burn!”  No sir, that’s not me.
For one thing, I was raised to be a southern gentleman, and we southerners avoid direct confrontation like the plague.  We’re all about “please” and “thank you,” opening doors for strangers and smiling a lot.  I guess preaching judgment just flies in the face of my southern upbringing.

But I also have theological justifications for my avoidance as well.  You see I don’t believe the primary message of the Bible is a message of God’s anger and wrath.  The way some preachers present the “Good News,” God comes off sounding like a mean, malicious tyrant just waiting for us to make a mistake so God can let us have it.
But my biggest problem with this style of preaching is it very rarely, if ever, changes anyone.  Oh, sometimes people become more moral.  Out of fear they give up old vices.  Out of fear they change their outward behavior.  But on the inside, they haven’t changed at all.  If anything, they're worse off than before.  Outwardly they may be the model of morality and citizenship.  But inside they find themselves filled with anger, resentment, and self-righteous pride.  You see, we become a reflection of the preaching we hear.  If we eat a steady diet of judgment, we grow into judgmental people.  If we believe in a God of anger, we go out into the world with an angry message.
That’s why I find myself between a rock and a hard place with this morning’s scripture reading.  The story of Adam and Eve and the forbidden fruit has transgressed the boundaries of scripture and spilled over into our secular cultural psyche.  Movies, TV, and comic strips are filled with images and allusions to the Garden of Eden, the eating of forbidden fruit, and the wearing of fig-leaf clothing.

Unfortunately, in our familiarity (or over-familiarity) with this story, its true meaning and purpose have been overanalyzed, misunderstood, and often distorted.  More often than not, most interpretations of this story fixate on God’s anger, wrath, and bitter judgment.  More often than not, there is some misunderstanding or distortion of the concept of Original Sin.  
For example, some interpretations don’t look deep enough.  “Sin is simply a violation of God’s law,” they say.  “God said ‘Don’t eat it!’  They ate it.  And that’s all there is to it.  Sin is simply breaking the commandments of God.”  Well, that’s true, but I think there is more to it than that.  Is the story of the Bible simply that God set up a list of laws and waited to see if we would stumble?  I don’t believe that life is one long series of tests laid out by God to see if we can walk the tightrope of God’s legal system.

On the other hand, some interpretations try to go too deep.  “The true nature of our sin is pride,” they say.  And there is a lot of wisdom in that.  Pride certainly does go before the fall.  But my problem with this interpretation of the text is that’s not primarily what this story proposes.  Pride may be a facet of our basic sin.  But this story points to a different primary reason, and perhaps that’s the answer to my dilemma.  We need to listen to the story.

You see, the bottom-line temptation presented to Adam and Eve was the idolatrous desire to be like God.  “You will not die,” the serpent seductively declared.  “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”

Ignorance is bliss, so they say.  Perhaps there’s some truth in that.  One of the harder parts of being a parent is watching your child’s eyes open up to all of the darker stories of human history and the horrendous things we humans do to each other.  I remember one time when my daughter was a little girl.  She read a book about Martin Luther King, Jr. and the events of the Civil Rights era, and I remember her questions all too well.  How do you explain the concept of human slavery to a child?  How do you explain the Ku Klux Klan or Jim Crow Laws?  She just kept asking “But why, Daddy?  Why would they do that?”
For better or worse, Zoe Anne and I tried to shelter our children from many of the harsher realities of this world when they were young, before they were old enough to grapple with the knowledge of good and evil.  But now their eyes are opened to their choices for evil, and I hope and pray we have prepared them for their choices.

As the story goes, when Adam and Eve tasted the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of Good and Evil, their eyes were opened, and their innocence was lost.  Before them stood all the darker opportunities at the disposal of their free will—opportunities to love or hate, opportunities to help or hurt, opportunities for good or evil.  The story says at that very moment they became deeply, deeply—and for the very first time—afraid. Fear entered the human consciousness.  That’s why they made the fig-leaf clothing.  Their fig-leaf clothes were feebly and futilely made because of fear—fear of their vulnerability.

Well, the truth is there is judgment in this story.  There’s no getting away from it.  They had to leave.  For their own good and the good of humanity, God led Adam and Eve out of the Garden.  And so, they settled East of Eden.  And God stationed an angel with a flaming sword to guard the entrance back into the garden.  The story says this was necessary because within the garden there was another tree—The Tree of Life.  And if they ate from the tree of life, they would be immortal, and then there would be no end to the harm they would do.  For their own good and the good of humanity, judgment was necessary.

I am reminded of a story I once heard from Tom Long, the preaching professor.  He was having lunch with a seminary student who was struggling with a biblical text.  Much like my dilemma, it too was loaded with judgment and seemingly void of grace.  “I don’t and I won’t preach judgment,” she declared to her professor.  Together they tried but ultimately failed to find a way to deal with judgment.  Finally, Professor Long suggested that they give the text a rest and just visit for a while.  “How are you doing?”  He asked.  “What’s going on in your life?”

“I’m worried,” she confessed.  “In fact, I’m downright terrified.  My son’s life seems to be spiraling out of control.  His grades have plummeted.  He’s constantly in trouble at school.  And he refuses to talk to me about anything.  Last night he came into the house well past his curfew smelling of alcohol, walked right by me, went up the stairs without a word, and slammed his door.  That was the last straw.  I’d had it.  I ran up the stairs and barged into his room and started yelling.  ‘I love you too much to just sit back and watch you destroy your life.  And I’m going to do whatever it takes to stop you from hurting yourself or anyone else.’”
Tom Long paused for a moment, then pointed out to his student.  “You’ve just preached a beautiful sermon on judgment.”

You see, it’s not out of hostile anger or unquenchable wrath, but rather out of love that God brings judgment on humanity.  God will do whatever it takes to stop us from hurting ourselves and each other.  There is judgment in this text.  But I believe that judgment is only one side of the same coin—one side judgment, and the other grace.  As Adam and Eve are led out of the garden, the story gives us a wonderful symbol of the other side of the coin of God’s judgment.  God graciously made substantial clothing out of animal skins and gave them to Adam and Eve for protection, to abate their fear.
And so it is today.  There is judgment in our faith.  Our fearful actions do have consequences.  God forgives, but we still have to sort through the mess we create for ourselves and others.  But even God’s judgment stems from God’s love.  In the midst of our mess, God is right there, as it says in the New Testament, clothing us this time in Christ with his ever-abiding love and righteousness, whispering in our ear, “Don’t be afraid, I’m with you,” and ultimately leading us back together in God’s Paradise.
Let us pray:

God of Love, God of Judgment, thank you for caring enough to say, “No!”  And thank you for sending your Son into our world to make it possible for us to be the people you created us to be.  Thank you for reconnecting us in your love.  Amen.

David A. Cagle
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