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What went wrong in the world? 
This fall, we’ve been talking about man and woman in the Garden of Eden with God. 

Everything is good. God created a wonderful world, 
and — amazingly — gave people the gift of being like 
God, in the sense of also being creative. God even 
chose to depend on people to put the finishing 
touches on creation. That’s a job we haven’t finished 
yet. But at present our biggest problem is not that the 
world isn’t finished, but that a lot of it has gone bad. 
What happened? 
 Let’s see if the passage we just read from the 
Bible helps us get a perspective. By the way, you might 
be thinking, “Was there ever really a time when 
people had never sinned? Or, was there ever a time in 
history when there were only two people, and they 
both lived in the garden of Eden?” I don’t know. I 
don’t know for sure whether this story is presented in 
the Bible as an historical fact, like Moses leading the Hebrews out of Egypt, or whether as a spiritual fact, like 
one of Jesus’s parables. All I know is that this story is what God has given 
people to reveal the truth about what God created people to be, and what they 
made of themselves. 

It goes like this: One day the woman is enjoying life in the completely 
good world God made. Then a serpent asks her “Did God really say, ‘You must 
not eat from any tree in the garden?” I wonder what she was doing before the 
serpent asked that, because the question seems to kind of distract her. It’s like 
when you’re reading the paper at breakfast, and someone asks you a question 
completely out of the blue, like “Next time we get a new minivan, can we get 
the kind that has 8 seats?” What do you do with a question like that?  
 When someone interrupts you, you have to make a decision. Do you try 
to keep your focus on what you were doing, or do you shift your focus to the 
interruption? Probably there are some people who can give full attention to two 
things at once, but everybody must have a maximum of how many things they 
can pay attention to at once. My limit is one. Or maybe 1.05. I can divert maybe 5% of my attention to the 

interruption, and say something brilliant like, “Uh-huh.” Then I can go back to 
my paper without losing too much of what I was thinking about. I feel fairly 
certain that by now my responses to interruptions while reading the paper 
have led me to promise probably a couple million dollars of cars, houses, 
vacations, clothes, and so on to young people at my house. 
 Of course you could make the other choice. You could decide to stop 
thinking about what you were doing, and focus on the interruption. I could 
choose to focus on the minivan, and let the amazing news slip away that 
Roger Clemens is going to be the second-oldest pitcher ever to start a world 
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series game. Sometimes I do that. If you shift you attention to a child who asks a non-sequitur question, you 
might learn something you could never get to any other way. The seat question 
could really be about wanting more friends, or being afraid of a car crash, or 
wanting to know more about how babies are made. I’m reading The Lord of the 
Rings to my daughters every night, and lately I can’t seem to get through a single 
sentence without several interruptions. It drives me crazy when someone has to 
ask, “Who did that?” because they haven’t been paying attention. But it’s a 
delight when a child says, “Sauron is a lot like Voldemort because both of them 
lost their bodies and tried to get them back.” You couldn’t generate  an insight 
like that in five days in the classroom, and yet it just pops out while I’m inhaling 
between sentences. 
 What I’m trying to say is that distractions aren’t 
always bad. Sometimes you can get distracted away from 
something towards something better. I think a lot of 
creativity works that way. Sometimes, when you focus too 
hard, you get stuck. But when you daydream, the idea 
comes to you. This ambivalence of distraction is going to 
cause a lot of difficulty for us over the next five weeks, as 
we look at distraction in various situations, because we 
can’t just try to get rid of it, once and for all. We’re going 
to have to do something more creative. 
 But back to the woman in the garden. I think she must be distracted by the serpent in a negative sense, 
because the answer she gives is not totally accurate. “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God 
did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or 
you will die.” God never said anything about not touching the tree (see Genesis 2:17), the woman just made 
that up. Maybe it’s because God told the man not to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil 
before God made the woman, but for whatever reason, she’s not really connecting with God told them. The 
serpent is beginning to get her on the wrong track just asking distracting questions. 
 “You will not surely die,” the serpent says next, “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will 
be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” He the serpent is changing the subject again. A 
minute ago they were talking about what God said, and now the serpent is speculating about God’s inner 
thoughts. The woman is so distracted that she stops thinking straight, she loses the chain of the serpent’s 
logic. The serpent says that God knows you won’t die if you eat the fruit, meaning that eating the fruit won’t 
kill you right away. That turns out to be true. The woman forgets that God might have meant that God won’t 

keep you alive forever after you eat the fruit. 
That turns out to be the truth — the man and 
woman lose the chance to eat of the tree of life, 
and so eventually they are going to die. The 
serpent says the fruit will make you like God, but 
she forgets that they are already like God, made 
in God’s image. The woman’s distracted mind 
gets jumps the track and crashes , even though 
the serpent never says anything false. 

 



 By now, the woman has become the source of her own distraction. Next she takes a look at the fruit. 
She sees that it’s good for food — like everything else in the garden — and 
that it’s pleasing to the eye. Now she’s getting distracted by additional senses 
— the sight and the imagined taste of the fruit,— beyond the original verbal 
distraction of the serpent’s words. Next, she imagines it will be good for 
gaining wisdom and she breaks God’s command and eats it. And her husband 
does too. The serpent doesn’t even tempt them. He doesn’t suggest they eat 
t he fruit or encourage them to eat it. He doesn’t show it to them or hand it 
to them or anything else. What starts out as an idle distraction to the 
woman, turns into direct disobedience of God. Even though she never 
intended to disobey God.  

Can you imagine what it would be like to have never disobeyed God? To have no reason to fear God, 
or feel guilty or be emotionally guarded with God. Before this, 
God was as close to the man and woman as the were to each 
other. Imagine standing naked with God or anyone else, and being 
so emotionally connected, that you never even notice you’re 
naked. God walked with them, talked with them, worked on the 
creation with them. Can you imagine what that was like? 
Afterwards, God is still just a close to 
them as they are to each other — closer 
really, because if God withdrew God’s self 
from you you’d be instantly dead. Not just 
dead, but DEAD, They’re still alive, God is 
still there, sewing them clothes, but they 

are no longer completely present to God. God is still looking for them, walking in the 
garden. They are the ones who hide themselves from God, and we’re still hiding 
ourselves from God to this day, or at least I am. 

They chose to do this one wrong thing. At that point, they could have chosen 
yes or no. Not anymore.  They’ve lost the power to say yes to God completely. They 
can never go back to God on their own power. They don’t even seem to want to. 
Instead of apologizing, they start trying to distract God. “Have you eaten from the 
tree I commanded you not to eat from?” God asks the man. But instead of answering, 
the man says, “The woman you put here gave it to me.” God turns to the woman. 
“What have you done?” Instead of answering, the woman changes the subject. “The 
serpent deceived me.” Why don’t they just admit it, and ask God to put thing back 
together? Maybe God would have. 

It seems like once you start down that path away from God, you can’t find the power to turn back to 
God. A man named Paul who wrote many of the books of the Bible after Jesus, 
described it as being like a slave to sin. “I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.  I 
do not understand what I do. For what I want to do, I do not do, but what I 
hate I do” (Ro 7:14-15).  I ask you, do you find that you get stuck in patterns of 
bad things that you just don’t have the power to stop?  

Not only that, but the rest of the world is stuck in patters that hurt you. 
Sin isn’t just something you do to others, it’s something others do to you. Even 
the earth itself seems bent on hurting people. How many hurricanes and 
earthquakes will people have to endure this year?! God gave people fair warning 
about this fact. Because you have done this, “cursed is the ground because of 

you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, 
and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to 



the ground (Genesis 3:17-19). Notice that the man isn’t cursed, and neither is 
the woman. The ground is cursed, and because of that, people suffer. And notice 
that God doesn’t do the cursing. The cursing is caused by the actions of the man 
and woman, not by God. The only thing God takes credit for is the pain of 
childbearing, “I will greatly in crease you pains in childbearing” (Genesis 3:16).  

And the world is cursed. Things that should be good, like the human 
immune system, go bad and cause diabetes, and arthritis, and multiple sclerosis 
and cancer. Relationships become places of hurt and abuse. Creativity becomes 
twisted into arrogance and greed. Give me some more — what really bugs you 

about life? 
You might say that 

God is partly to blame. 
God created everything, 
so if some of it went bad, 
like Adam and Eve, God’s design must have been faulty. 
Why did God create the serpent so crafty? What was a 
serpent doing talking, anyway — where did that come 
from. It’s OK with me if you feel like blaming God. 
People do that in the Bible all the time — take a look at 
about half the Psalms, they’re just complaints against 
God. Or the book of Job, in which Job complains that 

it’s unfair for God to let so much evil happen. God listens to Job’s complaint, and takes it like a man. I’m not 
saying that God ever agrees that sin is God’s fault. The point is this, you 
decide to do bad things, and you have to take responsibility for that.  

But you don’t have to take responsibility for getting yourself 
back on track. God knows that you are powerless to really fix yourself. 
Self-help is no-help! I mean we can do some things a little bit better, 
but to get really out of this pit, you need something beyond yourself. 
I’m not trying to convince you of this — I’m trying to remind you of 
what you already know, deep down. That’s the good news, that you can’t fix yourself. God is not blaming you 
for what’s wrong with the world. God is not even blaming you for what’s wrong with your self. God is 
standing by to take the blame, and fix things, starting with you and me, if that’s what we want. God is still 
there. God wants you back.  

When Jesus went to the cross, he took all the blame on himself 
— on God’s self. And when Jesus was raised from the dead by God, 
that was God’s way of giving 
people the power to get out of 
the pit. This is sounding too 
abstract. Let me make it real. I’ve 
finally figured out that I am not 

going to succeed in either rationalizing my faults or fixing myself. I am not 
going to be able to make God love me for how perfect I am. But I’ve 
figured out that God loves me already, just as God came looking for 
Adam and Eve in the garden. And in a lifelong learning program that I can 
have an friendship with Jesus a lot like what Adam and Eve had in the 
garden with God. It’s not yet as concrete as a friendship with a person — 
not most of the time. But it’s real. I really am able to live with myself, and 
to let God bring me back. Sometimes I’m able to get unstuck from my 
bad patterns. I’ve been healed spiritually some ways from anger and 

Psalm 13:1-4 
How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? 
How long will you hide your face from me?  
How long must I wrestle with my thoughts  
and every day have sorrow in my heart?  
How long will my enemy triumph over me?  
Look on me and answer, O LORD my God.  
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death;  
my enemy will say, “I have overcome him,”  
and my foes will rejoice when I fall.  
 

Therefore, just as sin entered the 
world through one man, and death 
through sin, and in this way death 
came to all men, because all sinned.
 — Roman’s 5:12 

What a wretched man I am! Who 
will rescue me from this body of 
death? Thanks be to God—
through Jesus Christ our Lord! 
 —Romans 7:24-25 



judgment. This happens to me through prayer sometimes  Or from reading the Bible — sometimes I’ll read 
something that really sticks, and it’ll change my life. Or through really encountering other people. Yeah that’s a 
big way to receive God’s power and love. I ask Jesus to let me encounter someone not as I see them in 
actually, but as God sees them for what he’s created them to be. 

Will, do you really believe this —do you really experience it? Yes. 
 
What does all this have to do with distraction? I think distraction may be the primary way people keep 

going off track. I figure that I disobey God on purpose a few times a week. Sometimes by doing something I 
know God doesn’t want me to do, and more often by not doing 
something God does want me to do. I see the dishes piled by the sink. 
I feel like God gave me the gift to be married to Kim — I’ve always felt 
that very strongly — and I realize that cleaning up the dishes would be 
doing something in God’s image. But then I decide to walk away, to 
not be a blessing to Kim, to make her have to do them. Hmm, maybe I 
actually do that more than a few times per week. 

Nonetheless, I get distracted more often than I intentionally 
disobey. I’ll intend to write my 

talk early in the week, so I can spend Saturday with my family, but things 
seem to come up that keep me from doing it. I intend to give Hannah my 
full attention when she asks a question, but one eye is still on the 
newspaper. I intend to go to my pray r room first thing in the morning, 
but I pass by my computer and check the email first. I want to be fully 
present when someone comes to my office, but my mind keeps 
wandering to the memo I need to write. I want to see the face of Jesus in 
a stranger, but I keep making judgments about them based on first 
appearances.  

Distractions are harder to deal with than direct disobedience. I 
can’t even be sure they’re bad all the time. A good citizen should read 
the newspaper. Communicating with people is good, email included. 
Writing memos is good, at least my memos are good. How do I balance 
everything? How do I keep from being distracted, or should I? 

I guess the first step is to ask why. Why am I getting distracted? Why did Eve get distracted by the 
serpent. Did she want more, somehow, than everything she already had in paradise? Am I afraid I’m missing 

something? I have this terrible fear that I keep getting distracted from my children 
by thinking that I’m missing something else. And then 10 years from now, it turns 
out that what I missed was their one irreplaceable childhood. Or my one 
irreplaceable life. I claim to know Jesus as a friend. What could be better than that, 
that distracts me from wanting to see him wherever I am and whoever I’m with. 

This is where you come in. I don’t have a good answer. But Jesus promised 
that were two or three are gathered in his name, he would be there himself. So I 
want you to gather in groups of 2 or 3, or let’s say up to five people, for just 10 
minutes. And see if you can get any insights about why you get distracted. 

 
Questions 

1. What distracts you the most? 
2. Why does it distract you? How deep can you go with this? 
3. Can you imagine how Jesus/God could help you get refocused? 


