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Scripture: Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7; Matthew 4:1-11 
 
 

The story of the man, the woman and the snake is one of the best known and oldest 
stories in scripture. Over the centuries it’s been used as a cautionary tale against the danger of 
violating boundaries and human disobedience. It’s also been misappropriated to justify the 
subjugation of women. Even though that’s presented as a curse at the end, it’s almost never seen 
that way. Women as inferior to men has been understood as part of God’s plan for human 
relationships and not a twisted subversion of it.  
 

This story is always presented as a tragic tale; the Fall of Humanity, our burden to be 
forever alienated from the Creator and to carry within us the Sin, with a capital S, that infects 
everything we say or do. Augustine called it our Original Sin, rooted in pride, our desire to be 
like God. Calvin pointed to it as evidence of the Total Depravity that pervades us. As one of my 
favorite hymns says, “Just and holy is thy name; I am all unrighteousness. False and full of sin I 
am; thou art full of truth and grace.”  
 

That’s how most of us have been taught to interpret this story. It’s a story of disobedience 
and failure, arrogance and sin. But as I’ve pointed out before any time someone says, “this is all 
a story means,” they’re almost certainly wrong.  
 

This is an old story; it was probably written down sometime in the 6th century BCE, but 
it’s rooted in an even older story that goes back 4,000 years to ancient Sumer and the Epic of 
Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh was a hero who traveled the world with his sidekick and companion 
Enkidu. Gilgamesh was an historical figure, but his adventures became legendary. His stories 
were told all over the Fertile Crescent, as John Crossan describes in his book How to Read the 
Bible and Still Be a Christian, “from the Mesopotamian plain through the Anatolian plateau to 
the Mediterranean Sea, from Sumer and Akkad, through Babylonia and Assyria, to Ugarit and 
Israel.” There are only five stories of Gilgamesh still in existence and one of them concerns his 
death.  
 

Gilgamesh, the story goes, became very disturbed when he witnessed the death of his 
friend Enkidu because he came face to face with his own mortality. He began to search for a way 
to gain eternal life. His search led him to a story about a plant with the power to restore his youth 
that can be found in the deep waters beneath the earth. Gilgamesh goes to win the plant and 
finally has it in his hand. Now, it restores youth, so it isn’t really useful until you’re old. So, after 
his quest he lays it down beside a pool of water while he takes a drink, and as he’s drinking a 
snake slithers across the pool, grabs the plant and takes it away.  
 

Gilgamesh had immortality in his hand, but lost it almost immediately. Crossan says it’s 
tempting to treat this as an “if only” story. If only he hadn’t stopped to take a drink, he’d still 
have hold of the plant. But in the ancient world this sort of story was understood as a “never 
could” story. Losing the plant as he did indicates that immortality, what the plant represents, is 



something even Gilgamesh never could have, just like the rest of us.  
So with that story in mind, what’s happening in our story in Genesis? The Gilgamesh 

story is about one plant or tree at the center of creation, a tree of immortality. In Genesis this tree 
is established at the center of the garden, but it’s not the only tree at the center; it shares that spot 
with another tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. And it’s around this second tree 
that the story revolves.  
 

The Israelites, like everyone in the ancient world, understood that immortality was never 
an option for humanity. They understood that this story of expulsion from the garden wasn’t an 
“if only” story: if only she hadn’t spoken to the snake, if only they hadn’t eaten the fruit, if only, 
if only…. The story of losing the garden is a “never could” story. Humans created in the image 
of God never could stay in a state of purity and innocence. We aren’t like the other creatures in 
the world. We don’t live only by our instincts, driven by the needs of the moment. We’re moral 
agents; we live with our eyes wide open to the good and evil around us. So this is a story of how 
we came to be this way, able to live a moral life and not just by instinct.  
 

So in light of that interpretation, how do we understand what’s happening to Jesus in 
Matthew’s gospel? That scene of temptation is often understood as the moment when Jesus 
reverses the story of the Fall, or at least begins to undo it. But if that story is actually about 
human moral agency, then what the devil is doing is inviting Jesus to reverse it. The devil invites 
Jesus to set knowledge of good and evil aside and be driven entirely by instinct for food, power 
and fame. Jesus doesn’t reverse the story in the garden, he embraces it.  
 

And maybe that’s what this season of Lent is meant to be for us. Maybe instead of 
struggling to overcome our fallen-ness, our depravity, we should be seeking to embrace our true 
nature as moral agents in the world. Maybe we’re called to open our eyes wide and see with 
clarity who we are and what we can do in a world where good and evil abound. Sometimes we 
concentrate so much on our fallen-ness, we accept this notion of original sin, that we fail to 
acknowledge our capacity for good. And we passively accept the presence of evil as inevitable. 
So we close our eyes to it. We allow evil to win the day over and over.  
 

The ninth century Celtic theologian John Scotus Eriugena taught that the concept of 
original sin is misguided. Sin isn’t our true nature because we are created in God’s image and all 
that God creates is declared good, including us. Our true nature is of God but we suffer from 
“forgetfulness of the soul.” We’ve forgotten who we truly are and the good we’re meant for. 
Christ comes to awaken us, to open our eyes to our true selves and help us embrace the goodness 
that lives in us.  
 

So this Lenten season I invite you to keep your eyes wide open. See the world as it is and 
as it could be. Use fasting and prayer to sharpen your spirits and heighten your awareness of the 
struggles of others. Be led toward compassion and in your compassion stand alongside those 
who are threatened or living in fear. Let knowledge of good and evil lead you to speak out for 
those who have no voice and speak truth to power. Remember who you are and in Whose image 
you are made. This is how we live a holy Lent: fully awake, eyes open wide, ready to reveal the 
presence of Christ in the world…. So as part of our preparation I invite you to take some time 



now to be still…. 


