“Fallout!”

Genesis 3:14-24


Today’s Scripture reading comes from Genesis 3:14-24, so I invite you to find that passage.

In the summer of 1939, a group of physicists, including several who had fled Hitler’s Germany, met to discuss their fears of Germany developing a uranium-based weapon.  It was decided that the best course of action was to immediately inform President Franklin D. Roosevelt of their concerns.  Because Albert Einstein had a personal relationship with the Roosevelts and was internationally recognized for his expertise, a letter informing the President about the dangers of a nuclear bomb was drafted for Einstein’s signature.  The letter was delivered to the President on October 11, 1939.  After learning the letter’s contents, President Roosevelt told his military adviser, “This requires action.”  That action would come to be known as the Manhattan Project.

The United States began the process of creating the world’s first atomic bomb, and on August 6, 1945, the 15-kiloton nuclear bomb nicknamed “Little Boy” was dropped on Hiroshima, resulting in the immediate loss of over 80,000 lives.  Three days later, on August 9, 1945, a 21-kiloton bomb nicknamed “Fat Man” hit Nagasaki, immediately killing an estimated 40,000.  Japan surrendered on August 10, 1945.  Two months later the fatalities from both cities would near 250,000.
One of the things that wasn’t fully understood then and in the years that followed was the consequences of radioactive fallout.  By the mid-1950s, as fears of an all-out atomic world war took hold, the government released pamphlets informing citizens how to survive a nuclear attack. [SHOW EXAMPLES]

Those documents often encouraged people to shelter in their homes to avoid radioactive fallout.  Basements were better, and underground shelters were the best option.  Many communities used industrial basements or constructed fallout shelters in order to be prepared.  One pamphlet read

“The radioactive residue of the bomb itself will fall to earth, but the small amounts of these fission products and the wide area over which they will be dispersed lead military men to discount almost completely any real damage from them.  Some dirt and dust will be sucked up into the boiling cloud of an atomic explosion, but this too will travel far and come back to earth spread over many miles.”

Today we know that fallout from a nuclear weapon or facility has devastating long-term consequences.  The Chernobyl accident occurred in April 1986 and the land remains dangerous to this day.  What’s known as “nuclear winter” results in mutations, poisoned soil and water, and slow, agonizing death.  The results of a single bomb or facility accident can last for hundreds, sometimes thousands, of years.

There’s a different kind of fallout that has affected humanity and all creation, and it happened, not because of a bomb, but because of a single bite.  Genesis 3 tells of how the serpent tempted Eve into eating the forbidden fruit.  The serpent deceived Eve, she ate, and gave some to Adam who also ate.  And then came the fallout.
14Then the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, you are cursed more than all animals, domestic and wild.  You will crawl on your belly, groveling in the dust as long as you live.  15And I will cause hostility between you and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring.  He will strike your head, and you will strike his heel.”
16Then he said to the woman, “I will sharpen the pain of your pregnancy, and in pain you will give birth.  And you will desire to control your husband, but he will rule over you.”  17And to the man he said, “Since you listened to your wife and ate from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat, the ground is cursed because of you.  All your life you will struggle to scratch a living from it.  18It will grow thorns and thistles for you, though you will eat of its grains.  19By the sweat of your brow will you have food to eat until you return to the ground from which you were made.  For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.”
20Then the man—Adam—named his wife Eve, because she would be the mother of all who live.  21And the Lord God made clothing from animal skins for Adam and his wife.  22Then the Lord God said, “Look, the human beings have become like us, knowing both good and evil.  What if they reach out, take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it?  Then they will live forever!”  23So the Lord God banished them from the Garden of Eden, and he sent Adam out to cultivate the ground from which he had been made.  24After sending them out, the Lord God stationed mighty cherubim to the east of the Garden of Eden.  And he placed a flaming sword that flashed back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.

Adam and Eve were two people who had it all.  They possessed what so many of us crave: peace, wholeness, tranquility, full communion with God.  But they made a mistake.  They became greedy and selfish, and suddenly their joy and contentment shattered.  They lost everything they had―their perfect union with God, their perfect relationship with each other, all the happiness and fullness, and their relationship with all creation.  There were three fallouts that occurred as a result.

The first was the fallout for Eve.  16Then [God] said to the woman, “I will sharpen the pain of your pregnancy, and in pain you will give birth.  And you will desire to control your husband, but he will rule over you.”  Every woman since then who’s ever given birth knows full well this fallout.  Now obviously there was some level of pain involved before that fateful fruit.  God said “I will sharpen the pain of your pregnancy…”  Knives need sharpening so they can continue to cut.  If God was going to sharpen Eve’s pain in childbirth then it stands to reason that some level of pain would already be associated with bearing children.  But we can only speculate as to what that pain would’ve been like.  In order to fulfill her God-designed role as child-bearer, more pain would be involved.


But that wasn’t the only fallout Eve experienced: “And you will desire to control your husband…”  Eve would want what her husband had.  She would scheme and plot to be able to be the one who called the shots.  “But,” God told her, “he will rule over you.”  Part of the consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin would be that, instead of the man loving and caring for the woman, he would seek to control her.  He’d treat her unfairly, take advantage of her, even abuse her.


Of course, not every husband and wife goes at each other’s throats.  They’re not sitting around planning to hurt the other, or intentionally looking for ways to demean and manipulate.  But the subtle structure of the family unit―the husband as spiritual head of the household, the wife as helper and companion―has been marred and twisted.  As a result, the wife sometimes seeks to control the husband; the husband sometimes seeks to rule over his wife improperly.  This is where many spousal arguments stem from, even in Christian households.  Even though we’re in Christ, we aren’t perfect yet.  The family roles and responsibilities, the husband and wife, can still be influenced by sin.

The second fallout was for Adam.  17And to the man [God] said, “Since you listened to your wife and ate from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat, the ground is cursed because of you.”  The ground―all of creation―became cursed.  The land would no longer produce according to God’s original, intended design.  Instead, the ground would have to be cultivated, irrigated and carefully tended.  Humanity would have to contend with blight and drought, with flood and pests.  What had once been a joy―tending to and stewarding God’s creation―would become a chore, painful work.  As painful as it would be for Eve to deliver children, so would it be difficult for Adam to work the ground to get food.

You’ve probably had times in your vocational careers when you loved what you did.  You’d have a moment or a day in which you just knew you were doing what God created you to do.  You felt fulfilled and blessed.

Times like that are, I believe, a glimpse into what work was like before Adam and Eve ate the fruit.  Yes, Adam and Eve had to tend the garden.  That was part of their responsibility as beings made in the image of God.  God gave them some of his authority to care for creation.  Before sin entered the picture, that care and oversight wasn’t a burden or something to avoid.  It was the awareness of fulfilling the role for which God had made them.
So often work is seen as drudgery, a way to earn a paycheck, something that’s unavoidable but not necessarily all that fun.  When we have those moments of awareness related to our work, we’re experiencing a taste of how things are supposed to be.

          The third fallout was separation from God.  22Then the Lord God said, “Look, the human beings have become like us, knowing both good and evil.  What if they reach out, take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it?  Then they will live forever!”  23So the Lord God banished them from the Garden of Eden, and he sent Adam out to cultivate the ground from which he had been made.  With the bite of the forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve gained an insight that they didn’t have before.  They knew “…both good and evil…” which implies that they didn’t know evil before that moment.  And in that awareness they were separated from God.  Their perfect relationship was shattered.

          Sin entered the picture.  And with it came a great risk: “What if they reach out, take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it?  Then they will live forever!” (3:22b-c).  The threat was that if Adam and Eve, in their fallen, sinful state, ate from the tree of life they would live forever separated from God.  Living forever wasn’t the issue.  Living forever in sin, apart from God, was.
          Yet even in the midst of sin and rebelliousness, God showed his deep mercy.  21And the Lord God made clothing from animal skins for Adam and his wife.  Adam and Eve were punished for disobeying God, but he didn’t leave them uncared for.  He provided them with durable coverings, obviously not something they’d needed in the garden.
          God’s mercy was also displayed in an act we don’t often think of as merciful: 23So the Lord God banished them from the Garden of Eden…  The Hebrew word here is similar to being expelled or kicked out.  A friend of mine in college once got banished―that is, expelled, kicked out―from a bar because he was tapping his beer bottle against the tabletop and he didn’t stop when the bouncer asked him to.  God banishing Adam and Eve doesn’t seem to be the most thoughtful or compassionate thing, but it was.  If God had allowed Adam and Eve to stay in the garden, now knowing good and evil, it would’ve been too easy for them to “…reach out, take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it?  Then they will live forever!”  And by doing that, in their sinful condition, they’d have been eternally separated from God.  So what on the surface appears cold and callous was actually God ensuring that humanity wouldn’t have to live forever alienated from him.
          But God’s mercy didn’t end there.  He’d go on to make a way for all humanity and all creation to be restored to their proper relationship with him.  Through Jesus Christ we can know and live in a restored relationship with our heavenly Father.  Through the Holy Spirit we have everything we need for the daily journey of faith.  Adam and Eve went from “riches to rags,” from the penthouse to the poorhouse.  For the first time they found themselves without roots, facing new challenges in an unknown and dangerous world.
          We too seek to recover Paradise.  We can know a taste of it here, now, through Jesus Christ.  And for those who are in Christ, one day that foretaste will become an eternity free of sin, suffering and death.  The fallout from Adam and Eve’s sin was, and remains, devastating.  But the fallout from Christ’s death and resurrection transforms everything!  Paul wrote 18Yes, Adam’s one sin brings condemnation for everyone, but Christ’s one act of righteousness brings a right relationship with God and new life for everyone.  19Because one person disobeyed God, many became sinners. But because one other person obeyed God, many will be made righteous (Romans 5:18-19).
          Give thanks to God this day for the faithful obedience of Jesus, and the wonderful fallout that you now know and will one day experience in eternal fullness.  Amen!
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