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THE TREES IN THE HEART OF THE GARDEN 

Joseph Coleson 
 
Wesleyans apply the hermeneutical principle of the ‘Analogy of Faith.’ 
Only the entire testimony of Scripture can establish the meaning of any of 
its parts, whether large or small.   It is crucial that we understand what the 
first three chapters of Genesis assert God’s purposes for creation, including 
the human creation. What they report, we pay attention to. What they do 
not report, we may not assume. The creation of adam began with a single 
individual but God created adam in two stages. The first human was not 
yet gendered. Only when God ‘built’ the second human does the text 
introduce the idea of human gender by calling the two individuals ‘woman’ 
and ‘man.’  The narrator invites us to think of the adam as learning how to 
care for the garden by observing God plant it. Work and service were a 
significant part of the guardianship that God ordained that humankind 
would exercise over the earth. The encouragement to eat from any and 
every tree in the garden was an act of generosity on God’s part.  The fruit 
of every tree (but one) was available for human consumption. The 
prohibition against eating the fruit of one particular tree was a protection 
against evil.  In the garden, the first pair needed to learn the lessons and 
gain the experience of the garden before venturing beyond it.  ‘Knowledge 
of good and evil,’ was too much and too dangerous for them at this early 
stage of their development. God’s long-range plan was not the permanent 
residence of all humans in the Garden of Eden. It was a learning place, 
during a probationary time.  
_______________________________________________ 
 
This series of papers is based on addresses delivered at the Second 
Annual Conference of the Australasian Centre for Wesleyan 
Research, in Melbourne, 19-21 August, 2010.  I thank the Centre for 
the invitation, for their warm hospitality during the chilly winter 
week in Melbourne, and for the privilege of publication in this 
volume of Aldersgate Papers.   
 
Introduction 
 
A positive Wesleyan understanding of, and living into, the Christian 
Scriptures takes seriously the biblical witness that God’s story is 
about relationship.  It celebrates God’s gracious and marvelous work 
of restoring all the varied relationships disturbed by the initial (and 
ongoing) human turning away from God. This construal of the 
meaning(s) of the biblical text does not rule out careful exegetical 
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work, or make it optional. Indeed, it requires it all the more. With 
most of my colleagues in Wesleyan institutions worldwide, I am a 
scholar working in and for the church, as well as in and for the 
academy. These two locations need not be contradictory, need not be 
mutually exclusive, need not be in adversarial relationship one with 
the other. The church, including its scholarly daughters and sons, 
can and should view and practice church and academy as 
complementary, even as mutually dependent. 

The church and our Wesleyan heritage have been part of my life 
from the beginning.  A memory so early I cannot date it is of a 
picture hanging on the wall of a basement Sunday school classroom, 
a picture of Jesus carrying a lamb in his arms. I knew Jesus loved 
me!  Of course, those early Sunday-school stories included the story 
of creation.  The major elements of those childhood pictures usually 
included a man standing behind a waist-high shrub, waving to a 
woman a few yards away.  She also stood behind a shrub, or perhaps 
leaned out from behind a tree, her hair long and strategically styled.  
The tree usually was an apple tree. Ripe apples hung within easy 
reach, and often a snake entwined a limb. Its attention also was on 
the woman, and it looked as though it were preparing to move 
toward her. 

We learned from these lessons about God’s good creation, about 
God’s perfect provision for our parents in the Garden, and the 
simplest explanations of the first human rebellion that caused their 
expulsion from Eden.  Later, reading Milton’s Paradise Lost, Lewis’s 
The Magician’s Nephew or Perelandra, or certain elements in 
Twain - among many we could mention - we picked up other images 
and deeper insights. But so much more awaits the reader of the 
biblical text itself that we may say these are to it as a three-acre pond 
is to the Pacific, or as Mount Coot-tha on the western edge of 
Brisbane is to Everest. Sad to say, going deeper and higher also 
reveals that some of what we may have learned not only is wrong; it 
is an impediment to a comprehensive biblical faith.   
 
A Wesleyan Hermeneutical Paradigm 
 
I do not intend to claim that any single thing in these papers is 
uniquely Wesleyan. However, it seems to me that insofar as 
Wesleyans approach the Bible differently from others within the 
Christian tradition, our differences lie mostly in our passionate 
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insistence upon measuring everything by the analogia fidei, the 
Analogy of Faith, as determined by careful use of what we have come 
to know familiarly as the Wesleyan Quadrilateral.  I am aware that 
use of the term ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’ makes some 
uncomfortable, and some avoid using it, altogether. I myself do not 
use it often, but it will serve as convenient shorthand here, as the 
‘spirit’ of the term seems to me to have become a part of our 
Wesleyan DNA. 

A text usually comprises a collection of paragraphs; a paragraph 
usually is a compilation of sentences. Sentences are words brought 
together in various ways for various purposes.  Words may carry 
meaning by the combining of smaller units called morphemes, or 
solely by reason of their letters, or sets of letters comprising single 
sounds, called phonemes. Understanding sentences requires 
knowledge of grammar, syntax, punctuation, and other issues.  
Understanding words requires knowledge of philology, comparative 
linguistics, etymology, and other disciplines. Learning to read is not 
impossible, but it is a multi-layered task. It should mystify the 
uninitiated at first, and the sense of awe at the mystery of language 
never should depart from the novice, the apprentice, the 
journeyman, the master, or even the doctor. 
 Another way of saying this is to say that Wesleyans insist on 
interpreting Scripture literally. The catch here is that we prefer also 
to define ‘literal.’ The literal meaning of any word, phrase, clause, 
sentence, paragraph, pericope, section, book - even of a nuance - is 
what its divine and human authors intended it to say. If metaphor is 
intended, we interpret as metaphor; if pun is intended, we interpret 
as a pun (though the general reader often takes ‘pun’ to be a ‘non-
literal’ category). Irony, hyperbole, parable, fable, and other 
common biblical literary features and genres all require the same 
‘literal’ approach, if we would apprehend them aright. 

To pursue this understanding of ‘the literal meaning’ a bit 
further, we may assert that, while the divine Author of Scripture may 
have intended more than the various human author(s) knew, the 
divine Author did not mean something completely other.  Thus, for 
example, if the divine author intended a functional ontology for 
Genesis 1, and the human author(s) in a pre-scientific world could 
not have intended a material ontology, today we may not read 
Genesis 1 as a material ontology, merely because we live in a 
scientific world whose primary interests lie in a material, rather than 
a functional, ontology.  If the divine and human authors of Genesis 
2:18 intended us to read ezer as ‘power,’ and we now are capable of 
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reading ‘power,’ then only a stubborn obstinacy will keep us stuck on 
another reading, merely because it is traditional. 

Moving briefly to another point, Wesleyans affirm Scripture as 
God’s inspired Word written, but we understand at the same time 
that its production was not a static process; it was a dynamic one.  I 
like the phrase ‘synergistic partnership.’ God initiated, prompted, 
inspired. God’s human partners thought, composed, researched, 
wrote, revised, arranged, and edited. Some made notes as they 
copied, notes that eventually found their way into the text, proper. 
Dare we say these copyists were not part of the process of divine 
inspiration? The Scriptures surely reflect their divine authorship 
and, just as surely, their human authorship, also. God, who calls 
humans to partnership in many ways, wanted it that way in the 
shaping of the Scriptures. 

If this is true - and most Wesleyan scholars would agree it is - 
then in one sense both ‘historical criticism’ (read ‘source criticism’), 
and the sometimes fierce opposition it evokes are red herrings; too 
often, each is used as a straw man by those on the opposite side of 
the divide. Every biblical scholar worthy of the title agrees on two 
conclusions: 1) the Hebrew Bible in its present (canonical) form is 
late Judean/Exilic/Post-Exilic; 2) some part or parts of virtually 
every text comprises or incorporates earlier source material(s), some 
of it much earlier. Both statements are true; we live in and with the 
paradox that creates. 

How, then, do we come to learn that these and other interpretive 
understandings are essential to the exegetical/hermeneutical task? 
How do we function as faithful, careful exegetes and hermeneuts? 
How do we bring ourselves and others to the instruction of the 
Word, and avoid the snare of becoming judges over the Word? For 
this, we need the aid of reason, of tradition, and of experience. Here 
is where the image of the geometric figure of a quadrilateral breaks 
down, even if we imagine it as a trapezoid, with Scripture as its 
foundation. Reason, tradition, and experience are not almost equal 
sides of a trapezoid, with Scripture. They are tools of a differing 
order; we use them to come to a coherent understanding of 
Scripture. 

Through the application of reason, prompted by simple 
observation, we know first and most certainly that Scripture is not 
univocal, not a monotone, not a monochrome, not a monolith, not 
an undifferentiated list of maxims or propositions.  It follows, then, 
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that we must interpret Scripture if we are to understand it. Of 
course, reason is used imperfectly every day in biblical 
interpretation, but if we cannot use reason at all, we cannot do 
anything at all with Scripture, beyond the simple reading of it.  We 
cannot think about it, because thinking involves reason.  We cannot 
ask it questions, because questions are products of reason. We 
cannot ponder how to apply it, nor how to bring it incarnationally 
into our lives, individually and as the body of believers, for 
pondering is just another term for reasoning. 
 On another point, I would place the consideration of ancient 
history, geography, culture, languages and literature, anthropology, 
and other disciplines under the rubric of ‘reason’ here. We routinely 
bring all these and more to bear in our study of the scriptural text 
and texts, using reason to determine what is pertinent, and how. For 
the Old Testament specialist, the ancient world of western Asia, 
Egypt, and the eastern Mediterranean is a delightful garden with, we 
may say, many specimens of another ‘Tree of Knowledge.’ (Its fruit is 
poisonous only when eaten with pride; come to think of it, this was 
true also, in a way, of the original Tree of Knowledge.) Our tree of 
knowledge remains largely a secret, but it is not necessarily so. It is 
only that the fee for entry into this garden is paid in time and effort, 
and most consider the fee too high. 

On the points in the narrative of Genesis 2-3 to which we shall 
direct our closest attention, help from the tradition of interpretation 
is what we may call ‘uneven.’ At various points, we shall discuss 
correctives to parts of the tradition. Then, if our conclusions are 
accurate and our proposals sound, experience - as Mr. Wesley 
understood and valued experience - will affirm them and help to 
verify that these understandings indeed are of God, and are good for 
the church, forwarding a Wesleyan understanding of God’s romance 
with God’s people. 

We come, then, through the exegetical process, to the 
hermeneutical principle so dear to Mr. Wesley, the ‘Analogy of 
Faith,’ the principle that only the entire testimony of Scripture can 
establish the meaning of any of its parts, whether large or small. 
With respect to the first three chapters of Genesis, however, we need 
to observe a qualification: the section, Genesis 1-3, stands at the 
head of the Christian Scriptures. We may argue over whether these 
chapters were first-written, but they now are first in the canon. It is 
crucial that we understand what these chapters mean, ‘literally.’ 
What they assert of God’s purposes for creation, including the 
human creation, is primary. What they report, we pay attention to. 
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What they do not report, we may not assume. Other texts, and the 
ideas we derive from them, we measure against these. This will be 
the touchstone for our application of the Analogy of Faith in these 
discussions. 
 
One Human, One Garden, Two Trees 
 
A brief note on Genesis 1 will help as we move into Genesis 2.  The 
narrative of the Creation Week actually ends with the institution of 
the Sabbath, Genesis 2:1-4. It includes seven occurrences of the 
Hebrew verb bara, usually translated ‘he created.’ The middle three 
of these seven occurrences are in 1:27, ‘So Elohim created (bara) the 
adam in [God’s] image; in the image of God [God] created (bara) 
him/it [the adam]; male and female he created (bara) them.’ 
Without saying how or with what, the Hebrew verb bara always 
indicates a very special act on God’s part. God always is the subject; 
the object always is of signal import. Ergo creation of the adam 
upon this earth was special-times-three: the text tells us so. 
 Seven exegetical findings from Genesis 2 will give us more than 
we can assimilate quickly, more than enough to ponder and process 
incarnationally in a lifetime of learning and practicing the already-
but-not-yet of the household of faith. We shall deal with them in an 
adaptation of the poetic arrangement here, ‘three times, even twice 
three times, plus one.’ 
 

One human (adam). We shall translate Genesis 2:7, ‘So the 
Lord God [Yahweh Elohim] formed the adam, dust from the 
ground, and breathed into its nostrils the breath of life, and the 
adam became a living creature.’  The first Hebrew verb is vayyetser, 
from yatsar.  It means to form or shape, as the potter forms a jar, or 
the sculptor shapes a likeness from clay.  We are invited to think of 
God as coaxing a human figure from clay scooped from the ground - 
carefully molding it inch by inch, with God’s own fingers. The text 
does not allow us either to insist or to deny it happened this way, 
physically, but we are invited to picture it this way, as an expression 
of the value God places upon the crown of God’s earthly creation. 
Sculptors care about their masterpieces. God cares about adam, 
about us, the more because we are not a lifeless, but rather a living, 
‘sculpture.’ 

The summary report of human creation (Gen 1:26-27) reveals 
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that adam is the human race.  Here, we learn that the creation of 
adam began with a single individual.  That God created adam in two 
stages is another evidence of our importance in God’s eyes. We must 
remember, too, that throughout this chapter God’s creation of the 
human race was not finished until the second step was completed.  A 
significant implication is that this first human was not yet gendered. 
The idea of human gender is nowhere in this text until it reports God 
‘built’ the second human. Then, and only then, does the text 
introduce the new reality of human gender by calling the two 
individuals ‘woman’ and ‘man’ (ishshah, ‘woman,’ occurs in the text 
before ish, ‘man’).  This will become more important, not less, as we 
continue, and is a major reason for leaving adam untranslated for 
now. (The Hebrew text says God formed the adam from the 
adamah. If we need a translation now, ‘earthling from the earth,’ or 
‘human from the humus,’ reproduces the Hebrew pun.) 

To form the adam, God used aphar, usually translated ‘dust.’ 
Some scholars and versions translate ‘clay,’ partly because aphar 
occurs as a synonym for homer (‘clay’); e.g. in Job 10:9 and Isaiah 
45:9. In short, aphar is a general term, meaning ‘dust,’ ‘dirt,’ or even 
‘earth,’ and includes, but is not limited to, clay.  Aphar also provides 
a literary and theological link to God’s final statement to the man at 
the end of this section (3:19).  We may conclude that God formed the 
first human from the specific kind of aphar, dust, or earth, that we 
would call ‘clay.’ 
 With the detail that God ‘breathed into its nostrils the breath of 
life,’ the author again took pains to reflect God’s loving care and 
attention on the climax of God’s earthly creation. The figure sculpted 
by the fingers of God now lay before God life-size and life-like, but 
thus far life-less. God bent and breathed; human life began. It is not 
too big a stretch to say, even, that all humans since carry the breath 
of God, as a part of our bearing the image of God. 

‘Living creature’ translates nephesh khiyyah, the phrase used in 
Genesis 1 to designate the creatures of the seas, the skies, and the 
dry land. The seven-times-mentioned animal kingdom of Genesis 1 
now attains its perfection by the inclusion of adam as its ultimate 
representative.  We should note that ‘soul’ is not a literal translation 
of Hebrew nephesh, except in a very specialized sense having 
nothing in common with the popular meaning of English ‘soul.’  A 
human is a nephesh khiyyah in the same way almost any other 
member of the earthly animal kingdom is a nephesh khiyyah; most 
are sensate, animate, mobile creatures, endowed with breath. A 
literal translation of nephesh is ‘throat’; close off the throat, and the 
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individual creature’s life ends. The ‘soul’ of later Greek philosophical 
thought is not present in this text. 

 
One garden (gan). If God formed the adam, then planted the 

Garden, as most translations have it (‘Then Yahweh Elohim planted 
a garden,’ or something similar), the narrator invites us to think of 
the adam as learning how to care for the garden by observing God 
plant it. God planted this garden ‘in Eden, eastward,’ i.e., east of 
ancient Israel, which lay along the Mediterranean. About six 
hundred miles east of Jerusalem is the area earliest known as 
Sumer, through which flow even today two of the rivers of Eden, the 
Tigris and the Euphrates. It is not surprising that scholars have 
looked for Eden in that region, nor that the name Eden itself is most 
commonly traced back through Akkadian edinu to Sumerian eden. 
The Akkadian noun, however, means ‘steppe-land, wilderness.’ If 
that meaning seems too strong an objection to overcome - steppe-
lands usually are not so well watered - another root found both in 
Ugaritic and in Hebrew, dn, ‘[a place] well watered,’ supplies a more 
plausible etymology.74 

Verse 9 does not report a new, second creation of trees, nor is it 
the forgetfulness of an editor that he already had described God’s 
creation of trees earlier, on the third creation day (1:12). Rather, the 
trees planted in the garden were of various species already created, 
but now planted in and for the new environment of the garden. 
Moreover, Hebrew kol-ets, ‘all kinds of trees,’ does not mean God 
now planted every already-created species in the garden. Rather, 
every tree God now placed in the garden was ‘desirable to the view 
[eye], and good for food.’ 
 Two trees may have been newly created for the garden.  We may 
translate verse 9b, ‘Now the tree of life was in the midst of the 
garden; also, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.’ ‘In the 
midst’ does not mean, ‘among the rest of the trees, generally,’ but ‘in 
the middle,’ though this does not require us to insist on 
mathematical precision.  By the end of the account, these two trees 
will be at the center of the action.  Their placement in the center of 
the garden, here at the beginning, is a hint to the reader, ‘Remember 
these trees.’  If the author intended us to take this account literally in 
a physical sense, the fruit of the tree of life was the immediate means 
by which the first human pair maintained immortality.  At least, that 

 
74 Another objection to an Akkadian derivation need not detain us here. 



Aldersgate Papers, vol. 8 

 54  

is the implication of God’s decision to deny further access to it after 
the first pair had sinned (3:22-24). 
 In verse 15, we see God’s intention for the relationship between 
the adam and the garden environment. First, the adam was to 
‘work’ or ‘serve’ it.  Hebrew avad denotes the service of Israel to 
God, of citizen-subjects to kings, and of servants to masters.  Service, 
per se, is not dishonorable, nor beneath the human station.  In fact, 
‘agent’ often would be a more accurate and precise translation of 
both Hebrew ebed in the Old Testament and Greek doulos in the 
New Testament, though both usually are translated, ‘servant,’ ‘slave,’ 
or the like. Work and service are a significant part of the dominion 
God ordained that humankind would exercise over the earth, in and 
from the beginning (1:28). This also is part of what it means to be 
created in the image of the God who worked to bring the creation 
itself into being. 

The second verb here (leshamerah, including its suffix pronoun) 
means ‘to guard, watch over, keep, protect it’.  We cannot know now 
whether physical dangers lurked in the garden.  But in some way the 
garden and its denizens needed guarding; God appointed the adam 
to that task.  Later, if the human pair had been thinking in larger 
terms, they may have realized that resisting the serpent’s temptation 
would have been a fulfillment of this appointed stewardship. 
 

Two trees (ets ve-ets). Verses 16 and 17 record the first words 
of God in Scripture to a human being, if we take it that the blessing 
of 1:28-30 was spoken later to the man and the woman, together, as 
that text would seem to report.  These words are introduced by the 
verb ‘commanded,’ but the first part of the command really is an 
invitation to eat freely.  We may translate, ‘From every tree of the 
garden, eating you may eat.’ This construction indicates a 
superlative degree; it means, ‘You certainly may eat!’ The 
‘command,’ then, is to eat freely: eat what you wish, when you wish. 
Moreover, this is but the first of many such commands. I will go 
further. This first one demonstrates the central character of all God’s 
commands, from every time and every context: God wills absolutely 
the absolute good and delight of God’s creatures. Here in this first 
context of the garden, everything is allowed, except one tiny little 
thing, and that for a very good reason. Later, prohibitions were 
multiplied because of human obtuseness, but the character of every 
command, whether mandate or prohibition, is the same as this one: 
every mandate is for the ultimate good and joy of all persons and all 
things; every prohibition is for the ultimate good and joy of all 
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persons and all things. In Eden’s paradise, a single mandate of 
invitation encompassed every basic physical provision. 
 In this context, we translate the singular prohibition, ‘However, 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not eat 
from it, for on the day of your eating from it, dying you shall die’ 
[i.e., you certainly shall die]. We translate the conjunction (vav), 
‘however,’ because it introduces a sharp contrast between this 
prohibition and the provision that immediately precedes it. The 
repetition, ‘from it,’ ensured there could be no mistake or excuse 
about which tree was meant. 

The two constructions are identical: ‘eating, you may eat’ (v 16), 
‘dying, you shall die’ (v 17).  As noted, this is a very emphatic way of 
commanding/urging, forbidding, or stating that something was or 
was not done.  The encouragement to eat from any and every tree in 
the garden was intense, even passionate.  God planted the garden for 
the adam, and formed the adam to enjoy the garden. As parents 
take great delight in the joys and pleasures of their children, so God 
takes great delight in our pleasures and joys. Despite much contrary 
urging, even among Christians (who should know better), this 
includes the physical joys God has formed us for, and has created for 
us (among their other reasons and purposes).  The emphasis here is 
on the abundance of the provision: the fruit of every tree (but one) 
was available for human consumption. God is overwhelmingly 
generous. 

But God did pronounce one prohibition along with the abundant 
provision. Why? God intended the prohibition as protection against 
evil.  In the garden, the first pair knew very little.  They were God’s 
infant children, safe in their protected world, with a safely 
circumscribed habitation, and do-able tasks to perform. All their 
needs were met, including the human needs for significant 
relationships with God, with each other, and with their 
environment; the needs for physical and other sustenance; and the 
need for significant work.  As the infant needs to learn the small, 
safe home environment before venturing into the broader, more 
adventurous but also more dangerous world, so the first couple 
needed to learn the lessons and gain the experience of the garden 
before venturing beyond it. ‘Knowledge of good and evil,’ i.e. all 
kinds of knowledge, was too much and too dangerous for them at 
this early stage of their development. 
 This implies a time of probation, beyond which the fruit of the 
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tree of knowledge may (or may not) have been permitted, just as all 
the other fruits of the garden were permitted already. Based on the 
blessing/command of 1:28 to ‘fill the earth,’ it is reasonable to 
assume that God’s long-range plan was not the permanent residence 
of all humans in the Garden of Eden. It was a learning place, during 
a probationary time. Had the first couple waited on God’s timing, all 
would have been well. 


