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The Story That Makes Sense of our Stories 
“Morality” 

Genesis 2:15-17 
Delivered at Central Baptist Church on March 6, 2022 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 (SHOW SLIDE 01) We all believe in right and wrong.  We all believe there are things 
people should do (like treating others with kindness) and we all believe there are things 
people should not do (like physically assaulting someone). 

o Furthermore, we don’t believe right and wrong are just matters of personal 
opinion.  People may say things like, “You have your truth and I have my truth.”  
but, in reality, no one really believes that or lives like that. 

 If a murderer tried to justify his actions by saying, “This is my truth.  Who 
are you to judge?” we would not accept it.  We would judge.  And we 
would judge him to be wrong.   

 We all believe in right and wrong.  You see it every day in social media posts when 
people pass judgement on others for what they think they are doing wrong.   

o Or think of the #MeToo movement.  Under it all is a deep belief in right and 
wrong, specifically in how men should and should not act sexually toward 
women.   

 Now step back from everything we have just said.  In this series, we are beginning with 
the fact that we have all been born into the gigantic story of life in this universe.  But 
what is that story?  Many different and competing answers have been given.   

o So, each week we are looking at a specific topic and then comparing and 
contrasting stories people believe in order to ask what story makes the best 
sense of that particular topic. 

 So today we’re talking about morality.  Unlike the animals, human beings 
believe in right and wrong.  Here’s our question for today: (SHOW SLIDE 
02) what story makes the best sense of the fact that, as human beings, 
we all believe in right and wrong?   

 We could look at how the stories of Hinduism or Islam make sense of human morality, 
but for the sake of time I want to look at the most common story people believe here on 
the West Coast.  I will simply call it the secular story of morality.   

o So, let’s ask how the secular story of the universe makes sense of morality and 
then let’s contrast it with how the Christian story makes sense of morality.  

 
THE SECULAR STORY OF MORALITY 

 Let’s take the first half of the message to look at (SHOW SLIDE 03) the secular story of 
morality. 

o What is the secular story of life in this universe?  In a nutshell it says, once upon 
a time, there was nothing.  Then the universe exploded into being.  After billions 
of years human life evolved on Earth.  And here we are today.  Some West Coast 
people would say there is no God and others would say there is probably a God 
but this God is not involved in our lives. 



 2 

 So, if there is no God to define what is good and evil, what is right and 
wrong, then who gets to define them?  A few answers have been given. 

 
EVERYONE DEFINES MORALITY FOR THEMSELVES 

 (SHOW SLIDE 04) Some secular people say everyone defines morality for themselves. 
o This makes sense within the secular story.  If there’s no God, or God exists but 

isn’t involved in our lives, then there is no such thing as rules that everyone must 
follow.  We can each be our own gods and make up our own definitions of right 
and wrong.   

 This makes perfect sense within the secular story.  But if you think about 
it for a minute you’ll realize that no one really believes this and society 
cannot function like this. 

 No one really believes each person can define it for themselves, because we all believe 
there are certain rules that everyone must follow, such as, “you’re not allowed to break 
into my house.”  

o Moreover, society cannot function like this because it would be anarchy if 
everyone made up their own rules of right and wrong.   

 A few decades ago there was a famous debate between the most famous atheist of the 
20th century named Bertrand Russell and a Catholic philosopher named Frederick 
Copleston.  At one point, Copleston asked Russell, (SHOW SLIDE 05) 

o Copleston: Dr. Russell, tell me, as an atheist, how do you tell the difference 
between good and evil? 
Russell: The same way I tell the difference between blue and yellow. 
Copleston: But you distinguish between blue and yellow on the basis of seeing. 
How do you tell the difference between good and evil? 
Russell: On the basis of feeling. 

 But what happens if I feel differently than you about what is wrong?  (SHOW TITLE 
SLIDE 06) What if I feel it is fine to shoplift from your store?  What if I feel that I’m 
justified to punch you in the face?  What if Russia feels like it is right for them to attack 
and kill the citizens in Ukraine? 

o Here’s the point: None of us really believes that right and wrong are based on 
feelings and none of us really believes that everyone gets to make up their own 
morality.  

 This does fit well with the secular story, but we don’t accept it.  We 
believe certain things are right and wrong and it doesn’t matter if people 
feel differently or believe differently. 

 
CULTURE DEFINES WHAT IS MORAL  

 So, if God doesn’t define morality, and if we can’t each be our own gods to define 
morality, then there is another possible answer. (SHOW SLIDE 07) Some secular people 
say morality is defined by each culture. 

o Again, this makes sense within the secular story of the universe.  If there is no 
God then each culture is free to make up its own definitions and to enforce it 
through the godlike powers of the government.   
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 But do you really believe that each culture is free to make up its own 
definitions of right and wrong? 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 08) I don’t think you do.  How do I know that?  Because we are 
always judging the actions of other cultures.  We condemn nations like North Korea for 
human rights violations within their own country. 

o But if each culture gets to define its own morality then who are you to impose 
your Canadian cultural view of human rights on them?  Yet, we don’t think like 
that.  We believe there are moral rules that apply to all cultures. 

 There is a very famous article written by a Yale University law professor named Arthur 
Leff.  He believed the secular story of the universe.  But in his article, he forced people 
to come to grips with how the secular story just cannot make sense of morality.  Why 
not?  Because he rightly says that (SHOW SLIDE 09) all moral claims are actually 
authority claims.  What does he mean by that?   

o Think of two examples.  If you say, (SHOW SLIDE 10) you ought to help an 
elderly person who is having trouble crossing a road = authority claim.  You 
should do it.  If you say, (SHOW SLIDE 11) “You should not kick your dog” = 
authority claim.   

 (SHOW SLIDE 12) Every time you tell people what they should or should 
not do, you are claiming there is an authority higher than themselves 
that they must obey. 

 Leff goes on to say that whenever someone makes an authority claim, you should 
respond like the kid on the playground when another kid tells him he’s not allow to do 
something.  He looks him in the eye: “Oh yeah!  Says who?” 

o Who is this authority that I must obey?  Says who?  It’s right here that we see 
how the secular story has a big problem in making sense of morality.   

 Here’s what I mean: let’s say you travel to Thailand and you see young girls trapped in 
the sex trade by powerful men.  You say, “That is so wrong.  I’m going to devote my life 
to stopping this.” Arthur Leff would say, “If there’s no God then who says its wrong?”  
Of course, you would say, “Don’t be ridiculous.  We all know it’s wrong!”   

o Leff would say that your outrage is based on your white European cultural 
background.  If right and wrong are culturally defined, then who says your 
cultural view is better than the cultural views in Thailand?   

 But you would protest and say, “I don’t accept it.  It doesn’t matter what 
culture you’re from.  Young girls should not be treated like that.” Says 
who?  If there is no God then who is this authority that must be obeyed? 

 The secular story cannot make sense of this.  We want to say Russian invading Ukraine is 
wrong.  We want to say buying and selling young girls is evil.  We want to say there is 
good and evil that everyone must obey.  We agree on this! 

o But if there is no God, then there’s one big question to be asked: all together 
now, “says who?” 

 
SCIENCE DEFINES MORALITY 

 There is one more way that some secular people try to make sense of morality.  In the 
third place, (SHOW SLIDE 13) some secular people say that science defines morality.   
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o Usually people say it like this: just as human beings evolved over time, our 
understanding of morality has evolved over time.  We are gradually evolving into 
a better species.   

 Once again, this view fits perfectly with the secular story.  Yet, once again, upon a bit of 
reflection no one really believes this. 

o If right and wrong are something that are always evolving then it follows that we 
have a better understanding of it than our forefathers.  To be consistent then, 
we shouldn’t ever condemn things like the African slave trade or the Residential 
schools. We should just say they hadn’t evolved far enough. 

 Yet, that is not what we believe.  We believe they should have known 
better.  It isn’t just that ancient cultures were misguided in sacrificing 
their children in the fires; it is that they were wrong. 

o Even more disturbing though, is that if morality is evolving then it means that 
what we think of as right and wrong today could be very different in the future.  
We think it is good to protect the elderly and the children, but what if future 
generations say we were wrong to do so?  We can’t accept that.   

 Ah, but maybe we just haven’t evolved far enough.  Furthermore, all of 
this assumes there is a standard of good that we are evolving toward?  
But if there is no God, then there is no standard. 

 Science is amazing and has done amazing things for us.  But science cannot tell us what 
is right or wrong.  

o Science cannot tell us if it is right or wrong to enslave African peoples.   
o Science cannot tell us if Russia is wrong to invade Ukraine. 
o Science cannot tell us if we should or should not redefine marriage to include 

same sex couples.   
 So, bring all of this together.  You believe in the very core of who you are that there is 

such thing as right and wrong, good and evil.  You don’t believe it is all just a matter of 
personal preference.  You believe it applies to all people, in all cultures, at all times. We 
might call this a universal morality – it applies universally to all people. 

o But what I want you to see is that this deep belief does not fit with the secular 
story of the universe.  If there is no God then we each make up our own rules, or 
each culture makes up its own rules, or we are all evolving so that right and 
wrong are always changing and there’s no standard. 

 Yet, none of us really believes this or lives like this.  Secular people are 
always judging each other as right or wrong and judging people from 
other cultures and times as right or wrong.  But if there is no God, then 
the child on the playground has got it right.  We must ask with the child—
altogether now—“says who?” 

 
THE CHRISTIAN STORY OF MORALITY 

 Having looked at how the secular story tries to make sense of morality let’s turn now to 
look at (SHOW SLIDE 14) the Christian story of morality.  
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o I want to suggest to you that the Christian story explains that deep sense within 
you that morality is universal – that there are that some things are truly right and 
wrong for all people, at all times, and in all places.   

 How does the Christian story make sense of morality? 
 We come back to Genesis 1-3.  Let’s start broadly with this story and then move into 

one specific part of it, which is God’s command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil.  First, the Christian story says (SHOW SLIDE 15) God exists. 

o The first sentence of the Bible declares, (SHOW SLIDE 16) “In the beginning, God 
created the heavens and the earth.”   

 Second, the Christian story says (SHOW SLIDE 17) God defines morality. 
o If God exists, as the Bible says he does, then he is the one who defines what is 

right and wrong.  He is the only one who has the authority to say you must do 
this or not do that. 

 This means we don’t have to base right and wrong on our ever-changing 
feelings, because there is a standard that exists outside of ourselves.  I’m 
not allowed to shoplift from your store. Says who?  Says God. 

 And if a sex trafficker in Thailand says, “Who says its wrong for me to do 
this in my culture?” The Bible answers, “God does!  Right and wrong are 
not culturally defined because God defines them.” 

 God exists and God defines morality. 
 Third, the Christian story says (SHOW SLIDE 18) Morality can be summed up in one 

good command from God. 
o In Genesis 1 we learn that the good God created us to be in relationship with 

himself, with each other, and with the earth he has given us as our home.  But in 
order to enjoy all these relationships and to flourish as human beings, God gives 
just one thing Adam and Eve are not allowed to do.  I want to show you that this 
one command, really is the command of all commands.  All other commands are 
just variations of this one command. 

 Here’s what Genesis 2 says: (SHOW SLIDE 19) “16 And the LORD God 
commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the 
garden, 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall 
not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” 

 So, it’s obvious that they are not to eat of this one tree.  But what does this command 
have to do with us?  And what’s so bad about eating from the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil?   

o Let’s unpack this.  When the original readers read this phrase, “the knowledge of 
good and evil” they knew what it meant.  It’s an idiom, like when we say it’s 
raining cats and dogs.  We all know what that means but it is very confusing to 
someone who just learns English.  But we’re not quite sure so we have to work 
this out.   

 No one has helped me to understand this better than a theologian 
named Daniel Fuller.  He shows how this little idiom comes up 
throughout the Old Testament in other contexts.  Here’s what we 
discover about it. 
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 First, we discover that God possesses “the knowledge of good and evil” for later in 
Genesis 3:22 we read, (SHOW SLIDE 20) Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has 
become like one of us in knowing good and evil.”   

o Secondly, we discover that young children do not have the knowledge of good 
and evil.  Deuteronomy 1:39 says, (SHOW SLIDE 21) “And as for your little ones . 
. . and your children, who today have no knowledge of good or evil . . .”   

 Finally, we discover that those who are very old and near death start to 
lose it for we read of an old man in 2 Sam 19 who says to King David that 
he is so old he cannot even discern the knowledge of good and evil in 
terms of what food tastes good and what does not.    

 So, what is this knowledge that God has, that little children do not yet have, that young 
people and adults do have, and that the very elderly lose as their health fails at the end?   

o Fuller writes, (SHOW SLIDE 22) When the original readers encountered the 
expression “to know good and evil” they understood such knowledge to be 
what mature adults possess—a maturity in which they were independent and 
therefore responsible for the decisions they made.1 

 We hold adults responsible for their actions, especially in right and wrong, because they 
are mature enough to live independently.   

o But no one expects children to live independently on their own so that they are 
held accountable for their lives.  They are not yet able to do that.   

 And sadly, we have all know some elderly people who through dementia 
or Alzheimer’s say terrible things to other people, but we do not hold 
them morally accountable anymore.  They have lost the ability to live as 
independent responsible people. 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 23) So, “the knowledge of good and evil” means the ability to live 
independently, without anyone else’s help, so that you make your own decisions on 
how to live and act.  

o Like children, Adam and Eve are to live dependently on God their Father and not 
try to break away to live independently of him where they make up their own 
definitions of right and wrong.   

 To paraphrase my seminary professor, Darrell Johnson, this command is God saying, 
“Adam and Eve, you are the crown of my creation.  I have given you life, created the 
earth as a home for you, and have filled your life with good things.  All I ask of you is 
that you be you.  You are creatures.  You are free as long as you live dependently on 
me as your Creator and let me define how human life works.  But do not try to be what 
you are not.  Do not try to be your own god and make up your own definitions of right 
and wrong.  You be you and let me be me.  If you try to be me, if you try to live 
independently of me, if you try to define right and wrong for yourself, you will ruin 
your own lives and this world.  You will die.”2 

o So, you see, there really is only one command of which all others are just 
variations. The command is: do not try to live life apart from God or you will 

                                                      
1 Daniel Fuller, The Unity of the Bible,  
2 Darrell Johnson, The Story of All Stories, 56. 
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destroy yourselves.  To put it positively, trust that your Creator is good and that 
since he created human beings, he knows how we work best. 

 Yet, like little children are easily deceived into thinking they know better than their 
parents, Adam and Eve were deceived into thinking they knew better than God what 
would make them happy.   

o Like little children often think they know better than their parents what is right 
and wrong, Adam and Eve thought they knew better.   

 Like little children continually think their parents are too restrictive and 
are ruining their lives with all the rules, they believed God’s commands 
were holding them back and they wanted to be free. 

 But was God’s command ruining their freedom?  No.  It was a good command.  It’s good 
like the government is good to say you must only drive on the right-hand side of the 
road.  If you say, “That is too restrictive.  I refuse to obey it.  No one will tell me what is 
the right way to drive” then you will die.   

o Laws like this are good because they protect human life and enhance freedom. 
God’s rules about right and wrong are not there to ruin our lives but to stop us 
from ruining our lives, to avoid the path that leads to death. 

 Yet, they were deceived and they rebelled.  Here’s what we read in Genesis 3:6: 
o (SHOW SLIDE 24) So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and 

that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make 
one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband 
who was with her, and he ate. 

 In that action they were saying that even though they were like little 
children, they were going to break away from God, shape their own 
destiny, and decide for themselves what is right and wrong.  

 The fourth thing to say is that the Christian story says (SHOW SLIDE 25) we have all 
eaten from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

o I don’t mean literally from the tree, but we have all turned away from God and 
his commands believing that we can define right and wrong on our own.   

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 26) Like a little boy who foolishly believes that running away from 
home will make him free and happy, Adam and Eve ate from the tree and we do the 
same whenever we think God’s rules are too restrictive.   

o And like such a boy quickly discovers the consequences of his foolishness; that 
he is not able to take care of himself, provide food for himself, or protect 
himself, Adam and Eve suddenly discover that trying to live independently of 
God does not work.   

 As we will see in a few weeks everything falls apart.  And it’s been falling 
apart ever since. 

 Finally, the Christian story says (SHOW SLIDE 27) we can be forgiven and restored to 
God.  

o In his goodness, God does not reject Adam and Eve and he does not reject us.  in 
fact, the rest of the story is God’s efforts to make a way for us to be forgiven for 
our foolish sin and to be restored back to relationship with him. 
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 He does this through His Son Jesus Christ.  Jesus comes to die on the 
cross so that we may be forgiven for our foolish and wicked actions.  He 
rises from the dead to conquer our enemy of death.  You can be forgiven.  
You can be restored to your Creator.  How? 

 Listen to Matthew 18: (SHOW SLIDE 28) 2 And calling to him a child, [Jesus] put him in 
the midst of them 3 and said, “Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like 
children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. 4 Whoever humbles himself like 
this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

o We must become like little children.  Little children admit they cannot live 
independently, that they need help, and direction.  We must bow the knee to 
Jesus and say, “Forgive me thinking I could be a god who can live independently 
from you and make up my own rules of right and wrong.  I return to you asking 
you to rescue me from death and to help me to obey your good laws.” 

 
CONCLUSION 

 (SHOW TITLE SLIDE 29) So you see, we all believe that there is such thing as right and 
wrong and that it is universal – it applies to all people, all culture, at all times, and in all 
places. 

o This does not fit very well with the secular story of the universe.  If there is no 
God then there is no universal morality for all people.  But the Christian story 
makes good sense of this.   

 If there are universal laws of right and wrong then it follows that there is 
a lawgiver.  The Genesis story affirms our experience.  There is a God.  He 
defines what is right and wrong.  And he has made a way to forgive.  

 
 
 
 


