
A referendum on Independence from God
Genesis 3

We walk in a world full of brokenness, tragedy, evil and suffering.  You don’t 
need to look back further than this week’s news to know that.  You probably 
don’t need to look further than the circumstances of your own life.  We human 
beings know that all is not well with the world.  But why?

The world says: ‘The problem is prejudice and oppression.  Religion is the 
worst of it.  God is at the head of an authority machine that wants to tell me 
what to do and how to be.  The problem isn’t with me, it’s with everyone and 
everything that’s trying to hold me back.’

‘The answer is to break free.  Be independent, be in control, don’t let anybody 
tell you what to do.  You can become whatever you want to be, whatever you 
set your mind to, and don’t let anybody tell you otherwise.  Don’t let anyone 
dictate to  you what is wrong and right; find your own path and take control of 
your life.’

Genesis 3 tells a different story: ‘The problem is, human beings sinned.  That 
is, they chose to  stop trusting God’s authority, and put themselves in charge 
of deciding what is right and wrong.  When that happened, they broke their 
relationship of dependency on their good Creator God, and that led to the 
consequence that God had warned them would follow - death.’

‘It also led to a broken human existence in the core of our beings - our 
relationships and our work, as well as the world we are stewards of becoming 
broken too.’

Which story do you trust?  Genesis 3 tells us what we did wrong, and what 
the effects of that were - and how everything hinges on whose story you trust.  
Let’s look first at what we human beings got wrong.

In Genesis 2:16-17, God gave the man a wonderful freedom - ‘You may eat 
from any tree in the garden...’ and just one restriction - ‘but you must not eat 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it, you 
will surely die.’

In 3:1, a snake questions what God said.  The New Testament encourages us 
to see this figure as Satan - the accuser, the enemy of God and humanity.  He 
tests humans out; asks us what God said.  And in vv.2-5, between the man’s 
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passing on the message and the woman’s remembering of it, they twist God’s 
words a little.

Then Satan twists them a little bit more, and deals in half-truths, and in the 
middle of all that is the one outright lie that contradicts God’s declared truth.    
Satan said in 3:4, ‘If you eat that fruit, you will not surely die.’  But in vv.22-24, 
God cut off human beings from the tree of life, so they would surely die.  So 
God was telling the truth, and Satan was lying.

What was so attractive to human beings that they would gamble with death to 
acquire it?  What made them want to believe that God was a jealous liar and 
a snake was telling them the truth?

Answer: Independence.  Self-determination.  Putting ‘me’ in control.  Last 
week, when Mike was preaching, he helpfully explained that the created 
order of our relationships is to put God first, then others, and self last.  Here 
in Genesis 3, human beings sin and break everything by putting self first, and 
God last.  That doesn’t work, because, as Mike said, this is God’s world, 
God’s show, God’s story.

This is the big thing that human beings got wrong, and still get wrong ever 
since that day - we put ourselves in God’s place.  That’s what proved so 
appealing to woman and the man that they would risk death and separation 
from God to get it.

In vv.5-6, what the serpent draws the woman in with is the desire to know 
good and evil.  Lots of people have wondered, ‘what’s so wrong about that?’  
Well, the problem is not in human beings knowing what is right and wrong.

Actually, they already had a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ to know and to choose 
between - it was right to work in God’s world.  It was right for one man and 
one woman to join together in a permanent sexual union of one flesh.  It was 
wrong to eat from the tree that God had commanded them not to eat from.

The problem is with a ‘knowing good and evil’ that is linked with ‘being like 
God.’  That’s how both v.5 and v.22 describe it.  It’s putting ourselves in the 
place where we decide what is right and wrong, good and evil, true and false; 
making decisions about what the truth is instead of making a decision to trust 
God to be in charge of that.

The prevailing story in our culture is that being told what is right and wrong is 
a bad thing, and our society considers independence, personal freedom and 
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self-determination more highly than anything - even eternal life.  That’s the 
really stupid thing about us human beings - we’d rather be in charge and risk 
certain death than submit to  God’s rule and depend on Him for life now and 
forever.

The whole Bible basically speaks one message: ‘Depend on God, not on 
yourself, and not on anything else.’  That means accepting what God says is 
right and wrong, without making yourself the judge of whether it really is right 
or wrong.  And you must make a trust decision about that.

The whole world effectively has a vote in a referendum on independence from 
God.  The question of whether Scotland should be independent from the 
United Kingdom is quite different.

But both of these referendums are essentially trust decisions.  Do you trust 
Holyrood’s governance for Scotland or Westminster’s more?  And it is a trust 
decision, rather than a truth decision, that God gives human beings to make, 
in Genesis 2:17.  Do you trust God’s governance of your life, or your own?

Most people around us, and maybe you too, unconsciously choose to put 
themselves in the controlling seat to make truth decisions - ‘I’ll decide what’s 
right and wrong; I’ll decide for myself whether what God says in the Bible is 
true or false, reasonable or ridiculous.’

People who are still switched on might smell a rat here, and tell us the world’s 
cautionary story: ‘Wait a minute - it’s a bit convenient for an authority 
structure to say, “You have to  believe everything you’re told, and not judge it 
for yourself, or you’re dead.”  That’s how oppressive structures keep millions 
of people held under their control for centuries.  It’s the perfect way for the 
Bible to begin spinning a load of controlling lies, calling for people to  switch 
their brains off and accept whatever ‘God’ says.’

The other story is the one the Living God declares to us in Genesis: ‘You 
were created for a full life, one that is dependent on me and trusting of me.  
Trust my rule, my knowledge of what is good and evil, my lead for how life is 
to be.  Putting yourself in charge will lead to your death.  Making your reason 
or intelligence a bigger authority than my Word will lead to your death.  I 
made you, and I love you, and I want you to trust me.’

Christians are often accused of leaving their brains at the door.  But I’m not 
sure that it’s not the world that’s failed to  think through the story they’re 
trusting in.  Let’s look at what unfolds in Genesis 3 about the consequences 
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of what we did wrong to see why.  The consequences of trusting Holyrood 
more than Westminster, or vice versa, are not yet clear.  But the 
consequences of trusting ourselves more than God are tragically clear.

In vv.7-13, we see how human beings react when they break God’s command 
and fall from relationship with Him.  They hide.  They hide from each other, 
realising their nakedness and vulnerability in the company of another sinful 
human.  They hide from God, like every child not wanting to be in the 
company of their Father coming to ask them ‘what have you done?’  And they 
hide from responsibility when the questions do come their way.

Just look at how the man responds in v.12.  ‘It’s the woman’s fault, God, and 
your fault for putting her with me!’  He’d rather blame God and blame others 
than take responsibility.  We human beings all know this hiding, this guilt, this 
defensive existence of deflecting the spotlight and blame onto others.  Masks 
and facades and mistrust and fear have entered our relationships.

God’s story in Genesis 3 accounts for this - we sinned.  We broke ourselves 
and our world and became ashamed, and we live with a shame and guilt 
about our sin before God at the very heart of our lives.

How does the world’s story account for it?  It just participates in the denial of 
guilt.  ‘Guilt is a device that the church uses to  repress you and own you.’  Is 
it?  Really?  The world tends to deny guilt, call it an illusion, or pin it on others 
but never on self.  At best, the world lives with an unspoken problem with its 
thought and behaviour: It can’t deny sinfulness, but it won’t accept it either.

Then, of course, there’s the matter of how God reacts to  us breaking His 
command and falling from relationship with Him, which we see in vv.14-24.    
He punished us in just the way He had warned us in chapter 2 - human 
beings would die.

We see that played out in vv.22-24, where God says that human beings must 
not be allowed to live forever as their own gods, so they are to be banished 
from access to  the tree of life.  Living as your own god gets you killed, 
because God will not tolerate rivals, and because being your own god is a 
miserable existence to endure with.  It cuts against the grain of how you were 
created to be.

Working back from vv.22-24, we’ll see that as well as making good on the 
promised punishment of death, God inflicts punishment on the very core of 
our human existence in the here and now - our work and our relationships.
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In vv.17-19, we read that the ground is cursed because of the man’s sin.  A 
couple of weeks ago we saw that human beings were made for the world, 
and the world for human beings.  We were to work, to contribute to the 
blessing and flourishing of God’s good world; and our work would provide us 
with a satisfying reward for our labour - food for the table, shelter, all that we 
need.

Work came before the Fall, and it was only good.  Now that human beings 
had sinned and dislocated their relationship with God and His creation, work 
would still be good - but it would also be ‘painful toil’ as v.17 puts it.  And we 
all know that only too well!

Some of us find great joy in our work, others find little or none - but all of us 
know that experience of how exhausting it is, how it feels harder than it 
should be, how work has become ‘toil’ now.  Those in paid employment or 
self-employment know it, those caring for their families know it, those who 
volunteer know it, those who have retired know it.

Our backs and our heads ache from our labour now.  v.19 gives us that sense  
that work is going to  make big demands on us, and drain so much more of us 
than it was ever designed to.

And v.18 describes a frustrating mix of fruitfulness and fruitlessness in our 
work.  We’re going to experience thorns and thistles in the ground we work 
growing up alongside the plants we grow.  There will be things that frustrate 
and limit our work, things that will cause it to be less than we want it to be.

Sometimes, we’ll be frustrated by not being able to achieve a standard we 
aspire to in our work - getting this task done by this time, producing 
something of that quality or clarity - failing to realise what we can imagine in 
our work.  Sometimes, we’ll be frustrated that although we’ve achieved the 
quality of work we wanted, it has had disappointing results.  Sometimes, the 
circumstances of a broken world will thwart our good work - the crops were 
well sown, but the rain never came.

Question - What are some of the frustrations you face in your work in this 
world?

How does the world’s story explain why we work, or why work is the way it is?  
Why can’t anyone find the perfectly fulfilling job without any frustrations?  If 
work is just a means to an end of survival or providing for the gene pool to 
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reproduce and flourish, why does it feel more fundamental to  our human 
identity than that; and why do its frustrations bother us?

God’s story explains why we work, and why we find so much identity in it - it’s 
core to God’s creative blueprint for human beings.  And it explains in Genesis 
3 why work, although good, is so toilsome and frustrating and hard now.  We 
sinned, we put ourselves in first place, and our work is now good but broken.

In v.16, God inflicts punishment upon our human relationships.  Family, 
reproduction, and mutually helpful side-by-side relationships were all part of 
God’s good creation.

But now they are broken and damaged, and God’s punishment heightens 
that.  Now there would be greater pain in bearing children (which I won’t dwell 
on too much, even though Heather’s leading JLM today, she’ll probably read 
this sermon later!)

But the pain that’s referred to here is not just about the physical act of labour, 
it refers to a psychological pain.  And the word translated, ‘childbearing’ in v.
16 in the Hebrew really refers to ‘conception.’  The sense of the verse is, 
‘From conception to labour, the whole process of bearing children will 
become fraught with anguish.’

I need say no more about that, because so many of us in this church have 
experienced that to be true.  How does the world’s story make sense of this?  
It’s rather dismissive, isn’t it?  ‘There’s no rhyme or reason to it.’

God tells us why we have these experiences in Genesis 3.  We are broken 
people in a world we damaged by trying to go it without God.  It is not your 
personal sin that has caused you to go through your pains in this area.  It is 
the brokenness and the fallenness of a world that we have all damaged with 
our sin of rebellion against God.

And in the marriage relationship, there is difficulty too.  The mutual help of 
man and woman together as one flesh, equal in status but different in role, 
becomes warped.  The ‘desire’ that the woman has for her husband might 
mean a dominating desire, like the man’s, or a vulnerably dependent one that 
men can exploit.

Either way, it’s clear that our relationships as human beings with one another 
have become disjointed, fraught, and less than they are supposed to be.  
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That applies to  families, friendships, neighbours, colleagues... every kind of 
human relationship.

We just don’t treat each other as well as we know we’re supposed to.  God 
tells us why our relationships with one another are so universally fraught and 
imperfect.  We’ve flipped the order of God first, others second and ourselves 
last; by putting ourselves in God’s place; first place.

How does the world’s story account for it?  How can we begin to  explain the 
conflict in all our relationships at home, at work, at school, in the 
neighbourhood; without talking about sin?

There’s something vitally important for us to grasp in accepting and trusting 
God’s explanation and story about work and relationships here.  Here in 
Genesis 3, both human fertility and land fertility are broken, but they still 
function.  They are warped, but they are still good.

There will be pain in childbearing, but there will yet be joy in births and 
adoptions and growing families.  There will be thorns and thistles in our work, 
but there will yet be plants from the field, too.  If we recognise and accept the 
reality of the frustrated goodness of work and relationships in our fallen world, 
we can commit to staying in our work, staying in our relationships.

How many people quit their job because they find it ‘unfulfilling?’  How many 
lack confidence in their job because they’re finding that they fail as often as 
they succeed?  How many people think of themselves a bad parents because 
they’re not achieving all that they can imagine doing for their kids?  How 
many people quit their marriage because it’s so frustrating?  How many 
caring for elderly relatives think they’re doing it badly because of the pain in 
the experience?

In all of these things, the world - and the snake behind it all - says ‘quit, 
because it’s not all it should be.’  God’s Word says, ‘It’s not all it should be, 
because human beings made themselves gods.  But stick in, because 
although it’s not all it should be, it’s still my good creation, and those who trust 
in me to  rule again will see their work and relationships and their very life 
redeemed and transformed.’

I saw an advert the other day for a car, and of course, adverts appeal as they 
tap in to the times we’re in.  It said, ‘You don’t stay in a relationship you don’t 
love.  You don’t stay in a career you don’t love.  Why drive a car that you 
don’t love?..’
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The world is chasing a lie that the grass is greener in a different job or a 
different relationship.  ‘If I was with her, we wouldn’t have these arguments...’  
That’s right; but you’d have different ones.  ‘If I was in that job, I wouldn’t be 
hitting this brick wall all the time.’  Indeed not; but you’d be dealing with other 
thorns and thistles.

I’m not saying that you should never change jobs or that any abusive 
relationship is ever okay.  But Genesis 3 teaches us that that marriage or that 
family that you’re in that seems so fraught, because all human relationships 
are fraught on account of our sin.

It teaches that all our work, in offices and homes and farms and hospitals, is 
exhausting and difficult and frustrating, because of our sin.  But these 
relationships - and this work - is still good, and God made you for them.  So 
be in them, and trust God to redeem and use you in them.

In vv.14-15, God addresses the serpent, the evil power who brought this lie 
and this sin to human beings to wreck the world with.  He promises in v.15 
that one of the woman’s offspring would change things.  A son of man, whom 
the serpent would strike at the heel, would come to crush his head.

One day, Jesus would come, fully human to represent us, and fully God to 
deliver us.  He would crush the power of Satan once and for all, so that there 
would be a way to  return to the place God made us to  be - with Him; trusting 
Him.  There would be a way past all of this cursed work and relationship, a 
promise of something beyond the death that hangs over us now.

There will be life.  Life to the full.  Relationships to the full.  Work to the full.  
It’s for those who are ready to give up the human sin of putting ourselves in 
God’s place, and ready to trust God as being the One in charge of truth, right 
and wrong, work and relationships, and this whole world, now and forever.
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