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Trees of the Bible: Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge 

 

I. Trees & the First Story of Creation  

As we begin our summer series on the “Trees of the Bible,” it seems only fitting 
that we would begin at the beginning, starting off today with the opening verses 
of Genesis as they tell their poetic version of what is still a largely mysterious 
and unknown and astonishing story—the story about how all of this came to be, 
the story that tries to make some sense of why things are the way they are, and 
why we are the way that we are. 

Well, after moving past the murky and impossible questions about the first 
moments—about why there is something rather than nothing, about why there 
are basic elements like light and darkness, space and stars and planets—the 
next big question would be, how could something as beautiful and as fragile as 
life emerge from such seemingly lifeless or inanimate elements? It seems that 
here both the story of Genesis as well as our scientific understandings of the 
evolution of this planet reach basically the same conclusion, which is that these 
improbable conditions which have allowed life to explode into millions of 
different forms can basically be traced back to the advent of plants and trees 
which showed up about 700 millions ago, or as Genesis would put it, on the 
third day of God’s creation. A scientist might talk here about how plants and 
trees fundamentally altered the earth’s atmosphere and climate through 
dramatically decreasing carbon dioxide levels, and dramatically increasing 
oxygen levels, which in turn made it possible for life to take on so many other 
types of forms.  

From a more theological and biblical perspective, it’s interesting as we begin our 
study to pause on that third day of creation—the day that plants and trees were 
created—and to ponder a bit about what our scripture says about that moment 
of creation. The third day, as maybe you noticed, is unique in at least a couple 
of ways.  One is that, unlike on every other day of creation that God pronounces 
to be good only once, on the third day God steps back and pronounces it to be 
good twice, “And God saw that it was good,” “And God saw that it was good.” 
The third day then receives a sort of double blessing, which is why in traditional 
Jewish culture, weddings are often held on the third day of the week, on 
Tuesday, the third day being a day of double blessing.  

Another unique aspect to the third day in Genesis is that God makes a subtle 
change to her or his methods of creating. You may have noticed how on the first 
two days of creation, God directly calls the thing in question into being—let 



there be light, and there is light, let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, 
and there was a dome in the midst of the waters. In other words, it’s a very top-
down way of creating. God calls the thing in question into being, and there it is. 
On the third day though, God changes this approach in an interesting way. God 
actually doesn’t create plants and trees directly in this way, but instead God 
calls on the earth itself to bring forth plants and trees, “Then God said, let the 
earth bring forth vegetation….and the earth brought forth vegetation.” It may be 
a subtle change, but I get the sense here that with plants and with trees, God is 
inviting the earth to be a co-creator, to be a partner in the process of creation, 
and that from that point on, creation and creativity won’t be only a top-down 
affair, but will be something that can rise up from below. In other words, from 
that moment not only is God creative, but God’s creation is creative as well, 
capable of generating new life.  

So as we go about studying and thinking some about trees these weeks, maybe 
a good place to begin is that when we look at the trees that surround us and 
that we encounter in our daily lives, maybe we can look at them, and we can 
remember that third day of creation, the day of double blessing, and the day 
when God invites or empowers the earth to be a co-creator, to participate with 
God in the creative process. And from there we can give thanks for all that 
plants have trees have added to that creative process, including how they made 
it possible for creatures like us to exist, creatures who quite amazingly fit 
together with trees like puzzle pieces—trees breathing in what we breathe out, 
we breathing in what trees breathe out, as now together and entwined we 
continue to participate as partners with God in the unfolding and evolution of 
God’s creation.  

 

II. Trees & the Second Story of Creation  

It’s long puzzled readers of the Bible as to why we find two very different stories 
of creation in the first chapters of Genesis. The first one takes a more distant 
and cosmic vision, and sets out an orderly account of God creating one aspect 
of creation after another like a master artist would, whereas this second story 
that we’ve just heard is maybe a more down to earth story, and a more messy 
story, a story maybe with more room for imperfection in it, a story that’s told 
less from the cosmic perspective, and more from the human, and at times all-
too-human, perspective. It of course tells the story of Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden, and of their eventual exile from the Garden, and while different 
in almost every way from the first story of creation, for our purposes today 
looking at it from the perspective of trees, there is this one interesting similarity 
at least, which is that in both stories trees appear as prominent characters and 
play pivotal roles in the drama.  



When we compare the first story to this second story, one immediate difference 
we see is that rather than being created many days or millions of years before 
humans, this second story says that humans were created right before plants 
and trees were created. Or maybe it’s better to say that we were all created in 
the same moment, that when God made us out of the dirt of the ground, God 
took the same ground and made trees and plants and the entire garden-scene 
for us to live in.  

It’s interesting to ponder a couple of things here—that before any other animals 
were created, when God thought about the natural environment for us to live in, 
the first thing God thought of was trees—that if there’s going to be humans, 
then in some deep ecological sense, what they’ll need first is they’ll need some 
trees to live near, which interestingly corroborates one of the leading theories of 
human evolution, that our earliest ancestors lived near and likely even live up in 
trees.  

Another interesting thing to ponder here, our story tells us that humans and 
trees are literally made out of the same stuff, out of the ground or the dirt of the 
earth, which again is scientifically or literally true, and for many human cultures 
has been symbolically or mythically true as well, that part of our fascination with 
trees lies in some of the striking similarities that we can see between ourselves 
and trees—that trees are like us in that they have a bone-like, skeletal structure; 
that they have bark like we have skin, and that like us their skin shows marks of 
stress and age and bleeds sap like we bleed blood; that like us but unlike almost 
any other creature, trees stand tall and upright; that like us they go through 
seasonal changes; that they have a crown of leaves like we have a crown of hair, 
and that in old age for both of us that crown might start to thin…and finally, that 
from the perspective of our earliest religious or spiritual awareness, trees 
seemed to symbolize life itself, as in the Tree of Life that our scripture mentions 
and that so many other myths from around the world also mention, in that trees 
directly participate in the three realms, their roots reaching down to the 
underworld and the afterlife, their trunks planted firmly in this world and in this 
life, and their branches and leaves reaching up to the heavens and to the realm 
of the gods.   

So it’s not surprising that the Tree of Life is one of the first two trees that are 
mentioned in our scripture here, but what’s more surprising is the other tree 
that’s named, and that plays a pivotal role, of course that one being the fateful 
Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, the only tree that God tells Adam and 
Eve not to eat from, and so of course, being human, they can’t help but reach 
out and try it, the results of which being the first rift in creation, the first moment 
when we become aware of our distance or separation from God, and so the first 
moment when we become exiled from paradise.  

Well, far too much ink has already been spilled on this one moment in the Bible, 
and the interpretations range from the harmful and misogynistic ones that seem 



to forget that little detail in our text about how Adam was standing right next to 
Eve when she grabbed the fruit, and about how Adam ate it with her without 
protest…to other interpretations which celebrate Eve here as a sort of hero of 
humanity who simply acted out of our best human impulses to gain knowledge 
and understanding of the world, which is an interpretation that continues in 
subtle ways today in our technological era, as apparently the Apple logo, the 
apple with the bite out of it that’s on so many of our computers and 
smartphones, was designed to honor Eve’s daring actions here.  

Which of course, thinking about the apple, raises another curious question 
here—what type of fruit, or why type of tree was the Tree of the Knowledge of 
Good and Evil? The apple is the most recent contender, which came to 
prominence only a few centuries ago, particularly in Renaissance paintings, and 
perhaps is due to a scribal error, as in Latin Evil and Apple are very similar 
words, Malus and Malum.  

There have been other candidates proposed throughout history. An early and 
somewhat obvious one would be the fig tree, which is what our scripture says 
Adam and Eve used the leaves of to make clothing. Others include pomegranate, 
tamarind, apricot, lemon, and even the grape vine, for as an early Rabbi put it, 
“nothing causes more heartbreak than wine.”  

Another early Jewish interpretation states that God didn’t reveal the name of the 
tree species for the specific purpose of protecting the honor of that tree which 
we humans would have tarnished the reputation of through no fault of its own.  

In the end, whether or not we know what type of tree it was, it remains the case 
in the story that this tree, and our interaction with it, acts as an important and 
pivotal glimpse into much bigger spiritual matters—that in some way our way of 
relating to that one tree has something to teach us about how should and 
shouldn’t relate to all trees, and by extension to all of creation, and by extension 
to God.  

Here’s one hypothesis about what this moment in scripture might have to teach, 
and it comes from a little detail in the text. The moment when trees appear in 
this story reads, again, “Out of the ground God made to grow every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight and good for food.”  

I wonder if the order in which God describes the purpose of trees there isn’t 
significant. That the first thing God says about trees, is that they were made to 
be pleasant to the sight, that they were made simply to be beautiful, and simply 
for us to admire and appreciate them for their beauty. Only secondarily does 
God say that they are also made to be good for food, that they can also be 
useful to us in some direct material way. Interesting, particularly because when 
Eve goes on to describe the tree she does in fact reverse the order, “When the 
woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the 
eyes…she took and ate.” 



It’s as if God said, the first thing you need to notice about trees is that they are 
beautiful. If and only if you notice that first, then you might be able to eat their 
fruit, then you might be able to use them for your benefit.  

And then it’s as if God gave us a little test to see if we got the point. God said 
you can eat from all of the trees but this one…in other words, you’ll have plenty 
to eat, more than enough…but if eating, if consuming, if using only for your own 
purposes, is the only way you know how to relate to things, then you’re taking a 
fateful step in the wrong direction.  

You know, this is and always has been a cautionary tale, and it gives me pause, 
and makes me shudder, when I think about the many ways that we might be 
repeating this pattern of relating to trees and to the rest of creation today.  

The Bible, as we’ve seen today, begins with stories about trees, the story about 
trees being a double blessing on the third day of creation, and this cautionary 
tale about the Garden of Eden that we’re ending with today, and interestingly 
enough when we come to the end of our study, we’ll see that the Bible ends 
with a story about a tree as well, as at the very end of the Book of Revelation, 
our scripture imagines what it would look like if we were to dwell in right 
relationship again with one another and with God, and in that moment the Tree 
of Life appears again, the leaves of which are said to have been used for the 
healing of the nations.  

I look forward to eventually getting to that hopeful scripture with you, and along 
the way, towards trying to come to ever-greater appreciation of the beauty and 
goodness of trees as one of the many great blessings of God’s creation, maybe 
even coming to see how in some sense every tree is a tree of life.  

	  


