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dePolluting Creation 
“Love and Work” 

Genesis 3:16-20 
~ Delivered at DHBC on March 29, 2015 

 
THE STORY SO FAR 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) Please open your Bibles to Genesis 3.  In this series on Genesis 
3 we are discovering the Bible’s answer for what is wrong with the world.  The 
Bible traces it all back to an event in Genesis 3.   

o God created Adam and Eve.  He gave them a garden to live.  But they 
wanted to be their owns gods.  So they rebelled against God.  

Ø In our passage today God confronts Adam and Eve and tells them the 
consequences for their sin.   

o READ 16-19 - 16 To the woman he said, “I will greatly increase your 
pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your 
desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” 17 To Adam 
he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about 
which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ “Cursed is the ground 
because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your 
life. 18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the 
plants of the field. 19 By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food 
until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust 
you are and to dust you will return. 20 Adam named his wife Eve, 
because she would become the mother of all the living. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Ø In this passage God tells Adam and Eve that, because of their sin, the human race 
will face problems in two major areas of life.  These two areas are love and work.   

o This passage is so helpful because it tells you why love is something you 
want so badly and yet why it often goes so wrong.  It tells us why our 
marriages have problems and why men abuse women. It also tells you 
why you find work so fulfilling and yet why it is also so unbelievably 
frustrating. 

§ This is what I love about the Bible.  It is not a book that is removed 
from the pain and difficulties of real life.  It is raw.  It is real.  It is 
right in tune with everything we experience. 

Ø This morning we will see how our sin has brought discord into love and difficulty 
into work.  But we will also see how God brings renewal, through Jesus Christ, to 
these broken areas of our lives. 

 
THE JOY OF HUMAN LOVE 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) So let’s begin by talking about how sin has affected the area of 
love.  To understand this have to begin by talking about (SHOW SLIDE) the joy 
of human love. 

o Genesis 1-2 show God’s plan for human love.  In Genesis 1 both male and 
female are created in the image of God – they are equals.  In Genesis 2 
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God brings Adam his new wife.  Adam is so mesmerized and enthralled 
by her that he bursts out into poetry saying, “This is now bone of my 
bones and flesh of my flesh.”  In other words, she perfectly matches him.   

§ God tells them to make lots of babies and fill the earth with people 
who will bear his image.  They are both naked before each other.  
They hide nothing from each other.  They know each other fully 
and they love each other completely. 

Ø The moment they sin this joy is shattered.  They cover themselves.  They hide 
from each other. And then Adam blames his wife for all that went wrong.  Can 
you imagine the icy stare she must have given him in that moment? 

 
PAIN IN CHILDBIRTH 

Ø We move then from the joy of human love to (SHOW SLIDE) the pain of human 
love.  Our passage describes two areas of pain. 

o (SHOW SLIDE) First, there will be pain in childbirth, which is of course 
the fruit of human love.  Look at verse 16.  READ 16a - To the woman he 
said, “I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you 
will give birth to children.”   

§ This pain in childbearing is a new feature in Eve’s life.  She was 
always going to give birth but now it will be with pain.  The 
Hebrew word for “pain” is actually a pun on the word “tree.”  It is 
like saying, “the tree brought trauma.” 

• This trauma includes all the pain associated with childbirth 
from throwing up in pregnancy, to labour, to post partum 
depression.  Sin has twisted the very basic way life is made.   

Ø Let’s make some practical applications here.  I’ve met some couples that reject 
the medical system in favour of natural birthing methods.  They say we don’t 
need doctors and such because God made women to have babies and so we just 
need to “trust the birth process.”   

o Now if you want more natural methods then feel free but just don’t do it 
on this kind of reasoning. This text says, “Yes, God made women to have 
babies and before sin you could trust the birth process.  But after sin we 
cannot trust the birth process. It does not work as it is supposed to.  
Expect complications and prepare for them accordingly.” 

Ø Likewise, some people say God is here commanding that women not use an 
epidural or any drugs in their birth process.  Again, if you don’t want to use these 
then no problems.  But that is not what this verse is saying. 

o We will have to say this over and over today but in this passage God is not 
saying, “This is how I desire things to be.”  No, God saying, “This is how 
things will be in a sin-cursed world.” 

Ø Although we will never be able to conquer the curse we are to fight against it. Just 
as we use machines to help us farm the soil that is cursed so also a pregnant 
woman should feel free to use all the medical help at her disposal.   

o This verse is the theological foundation for all obstetricians, 
gynecologists, midwives, doulas, anesthesiologists, and maternity nurses. 
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Ø Before we move on, I want you to see that even in the midst of this judgement, 
there is grace.  Notice that God cursed the serpent but he does not curse the 
woman.  Oh yes, she will experience the negative effects of a sin cursed world but 
she is not cursed.  Furthermore, God says he will destroy the serpent for his 
actions but God does not say he will destroy the woman or make her infertile. 

o Oh yes, giving birth will come with pain but the fact remains that she will 
give birth.  The human race will continue and, as we saw last week, God 
promises that a man will be born who will defeat evil itself.   

§ Adam clearly believed God’s promise for look at verse 20.  READ 
20 – “Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the 
mother of all the living.”  This is why Paul writes that in the 
fullness of time God sent forth His Son, “Born of a woman.” 

• So human love will experience pain in childbearing but 
Jesus will deliver us from all pain. 

 
PAIN BETWEEN THE GENDERS 

Ø In the realm of human love there is another area that sin affected.  In the second 
place (SHOW SLIDE) there will be pain between the genders.  Look at the 
second half of verse 16.  READ 16b - Your desire will be for your husband, and 
he will rule over you.”   

o Again, note carefully that this is not a description of what marriage should 
be look like.  It is a description of how sin has distorted marriage.   

Ø To understand this distortion look at the two verbs. The woman will “desire” and 
the man will “rule.”  These verbs only appear together like this in one other place 
in the Bible.  Ironically it is in the very next chapter.  It is like Moses, the author 
of Genesis, is saying, “If you don’t know what this means in Genesis 3:16 then 
keep reading.  It becomes clear in the next chapter.”  So let’s turn there. 

o Here God is warning Cain that his anger against his younger brother Abel 
is about to destroy him.  Look at verse 7.  READ 4:7 - If you do what is 
right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is 
crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it. 

§ Do you see the almost exact parallel to 3:16?  In Hebrew both 
verses have the exact same six words in the exact same order.  In 
3:16 Eve will “desire” her husband but he will “rule” over her.  In 
4:7 sin is like a wild animal that “desires” to have Cain but he must 
overpower it.  He must rule it. 

Ø So 3:16 is telling us how sin will distort our gender differences.  (SHOW SLIDE) 
First, because of sin women will tend to make an idol out of relationships.   

o She “desires” the man.  Because of sin women will tend to feel that they 
are not a full person unless they have a man.  Isn’t this every Disney 
movie?  A girl is no one unless she has a prince.   

§ But remember in ch 4 that sin, like a wild animal, desired to 
control Cain.  So the woman will desire the man but she will 
compete with him for control in the relationship.  How will the 
man respond to this competition for control? 

Ø (SHOW SLIDE) Because of sin men will tend to make an idol out of power.  
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o When the woman tries to control the man, he will not allow it.  He will use 
his greater strength to overpower her like Cain was supposed overpower 
his anger.  This word “rule” does not refer to the good rule of a leader.  It 
refers to a leader who abuses his power in a harsh and domineering way.  

Ø Now lest I be misunderstood let me repeat what I said earlier.  This passage is 
emphatically not saying that this is the way God wants marriages to be.  No.  
God’s plan for marriage is given in Genesis 1-2.  This passage is describing the 
horrific way sin has distorted our gender differences.   

o This should greatly appeal to modern people and particularly to feminists 
for we see that at the beginning God identifies the pain between the 
genders and we see that he is deeply opposed to it.   

§ The Bible is perfectly in tune with history and modern life.1    
Ø Men have often used their power to dominate women.  How many tears have 

women shed because men have crushed their spirits and their bodies?  Who can 
add up the pain that results from men assaulting, abusing, raping, and even 
murdering women?   

o This abuse of power can also be seen in male passivity.  Adam stood 
silently and passively by as the serpent deceived his wife.  Passivity is 
actually a form of power because it demands that the woman do the work.  
How many women have had to raise children on their own because the 
father has abandoned the family?  How many men sit on the couch or play 
golf while their wives do everything?   

§ The Bible is perfectly in tune with the pain of the gender wars.2   
Ø The good news is that Jesus came to deliver us from these sins and to restore what 

sin distorted.  This is why Ephesians 5 says that Christians model their marriages 
after Christ and the church.   

o Men, how do you overcome your passivity in the home?  How do you 
overcome your domineering ways?  By filling your heart with what Christ 
did for you.  Jesus loved his bride, the church, to the point of his own 
death.   

§ True leadership in the home means sacrificing all that you are and 
all that you have in the best interests of your wife and family.  For 
all the debate on gender issues I’ve never yet met a woman who 
was opposed to that kind of male leadership.  You only get this 
heart as you look to Christ and all he has done for you. 

o Wives look to the church’s relationship with Christ.  Respect your 
husbands.  Don’t seek to manipulate or control him.    

Ø Listen, Jesus came to reverse the affects of the curse.  As men and women look to 
Christ and become more like him we begin to return to the joy of love that Adam 
and Eve experienced before sin. 

 
                                                
1 “‘To love and to cherish’ becomes ‘To desire and to dominate.’” Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 1, 
Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1967), 76. 
2 Women also seek to control and exploit men.  This is often done with their sexuality. The female body is used to control men at 
every turn.  A woman’s body is the #1 key to advertising.  Give a half-naked girl a stick of asparagus and market it and asparagus 
sales will go up.  Actress Megan Fox says, “I think that sexuality is power for women…I think God or the universe, or whatever you 
believe in, gave men brute physical strength and gave women their sexuality.  It’s so easy to control men with it, so I don’t know why 
I wouldn’t embrace it and allow myself to be empowered by it.”  24 Hours, Thursday, September 17, 2009. 



 

 5 

THE FULFILLMENT OF WORK 
o So when we break away from God and try to live life on our own, there is 

discord in love.  Now let’s turn to the second area, (SHOW SLIDE) 
which is work.  Again, we see God’s good plan get warped by sin. 

Ø Let’s begin by talking about (SHOW SLIDE) the fulfillment of work. 
o Contrary what many people think work is not a curse.  Work gets cursed 

but work is not a curse.  Work is God’s good gift.  In the very first chapter 
of the Bible it is God who works to create the universe.   

§ God greatly delights in and finds fulfillment in his work.  He keeps 
stepping back from his work and saying, “It is good.” 

Ø It is not surprising then when God commissions Adam and Eve to work.  Look 
back at chapter 2:15.  READ 15 – “The LORD God took the man and put him in 
the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” 

o Now answer me this: is this command before sin ruined the world or after?  
It is before.  Work was a part of paradise.  We are wired to do things. 
Sitting on a beach is fun…for a little while.  But soon we need something 
to do.  (SHOW SLIDE) We are wired to work and to find fulfillment in it.  
It is part of being human.   

§ You know this.  You want your life to make a difference.  You 
want to do something that lasts.3  

 
THE FRUSTRATION OF WORK 

Ø But even as I am talking part of you is reacting to this: “all this talk of work 
being fulfilling is so idealistic!  Clearly you haven’t work my job.”   This is why 
we must go on to also talk about (SHOW SLIDE) the frustration of work. 

o Our passage shows you why you love work and hate it all at once.  Look 
at verse 17.  READ 17 - To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your 
wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not 
eat of it,’ “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…” 

Ø Notice again that it is not Adam who gets cursed; it is the ground that is cursed.  
Notice also that the curse is not to make Adam work as if he was sitting around 
the garden relaxing and now his punishment is to work.  No, he always worked 
but now work will become difficult.  (SHOW SLIDE) Work itself is not the 
curse; the curse is that work will be difficult. 

o The ground will still produce food but thorns and thistles will make it 
tough.  Adam will work but now it is painful toil that makes him sweat a 
lot. 

                                                
3 “We are not to choose our jobs and conduct our work to fulfill ourselves and accrue power, for being called by God to do something 
is empowering enough. We are to seek work as a way of service to God and our neighbor, and so we should both choose and conduct 
work in accordance with that purpose.  The question regarding our choice of work is no longer, ‘What will make me the most money 
and give me the most status?’  The question must now be “How, with my existing abilities and opportunities, can I be of greatest 
service to other people, knowing what I do of God’s will and of human need?” Timothy Keller, Every Good Endeavour (New York: 
Dutton, 2012), Kindle Edition, Location 763. 
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Ø Isn’t that exactly what we experience?  We find great meaning in work but rarely, 
if ever, do we achieve what we all that we desire to. 

o A lawyer does make a difference for justice but there is so much 
bureaucracy and other things that it is frustrating.  A teacher finds 
meaning helping children but, good grief, the kids sure make it difficult to 
help them.  In all our jobs we have relational problems.  Our projects 
encounter unforeseen troubles.  Bosses are unfair.  As a preacher I cannot 
tell you how often I want to throw my computer through the window, as I 
just can’t find the right words. 

§ A good example of all this comes from Peter Shaffer’s play 
entitled Amadeus.  A man named Antonia Salieri is a composer 
and his job is to compose for the Hapsburg emperor.  One day he 
meets Mozart and hears his music. He realizes that in Mozart’s 
music he is hearing the beauty he has aspired to create his whole 
life.  But at the same time he knows he will never be able to 
produce it.  Isn’t that so much of our work?  We have dreams and 
ideals but they are continually frustrated.  

Ø And then to top it all off our passage says that we will work hard all our lives only 
to die.  Look at verse 19.  READ 19 - By the sweat of your brow you will eat 
your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust 
you are and to dust you will return. 

o In one of her humorous columns, Erma Bombeck asks, “What is the 
greatest enemy of every housewife?” And she answers, “Dirt. It’s what 
makes your life miserable. There’s dirt on the dishes. There’s dirt in the 
diaper. There’s dirt on the rug. There’s dirt everywhere. You spend all 
your time fighting against dirt.”   

§ Then she asks, “And what do you get for all your years of 
trouble?  Six feet of dirt.”   

Ø It is right here that Christianity is so practical.  On the one hand a Christian view 
of work is never idealistic.  We live in a sin cursed world and so expect work to 
be hard, frustrating, and limited in what it can do. 

o And yet the Christian can never be cynical either.  If there is no God, and 
the universe is just going to die in the end, then you have every reason to 
ask, “What’s the point in working so hard if everything is just going to 
die?” 

Ø The Christian view of work saves you from such depressing cynicism.  We have 
seen that before God speaks of the consequences of sin he promises that one day 
he will destroy evil and its results. 

o Through Jesus Christ God is renewing this world.  He is putting it back to 
the way it is supposed to be.  This is why instead of making us bear the 
curse for our sins Jesus bore the curse that we deserve on the cross.  He 
then rose from the dead.  His resurrection body is the great evidence that 
God is renewing what is broken.   

§ In some sense that we do not fully understand, what we do in this 
life will last into eternity.  This is why after Paul spoke of Jesus’ 
resurrection and our future resurrection he wrote, “Always give 
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yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that 
your labor in the Lord is not in vain.”  It is not in vain because in 
some mysterious sense it will last.  To quote a famous movie line, 
“What we do in life, echoes in eternity.”   

 
LEAF BY NIGGLE 

Ø When J.R.R. Tolkien was writing The Lord of the Rings he feared it would not get 
done.  WWII began.  Tolkien had other duties and he was too much of a 
perfectionist.  In the middle of this he wrote a short story entitled, Leaf by Niggle.  
The story is about a painter named Niggle.  The word niggle means “to work…in 
a fiddling or ineffective way…to spent time unnecessarily on petty details.”  
Niggle was Tolkien.   

o Niggle knew that one day he would have to make the long journey of 
death.  Before that day he greatly desired to paint one picture.  You see, he 
had a picture in his mind of a leaf and then of a whole tree and behind the 
tree, “a country began to open out; and there were glimpses of a forest 
marching over the land, and mountains tipped with snow.” 

§ He laid out a giant canvas and set to work.  He did a bit here and a 
bit there.  But there were two reasons why he never got much 
done.  

Ø First, he spent a tremendous amount of time on a single leaf.  He had to get the 
shading and dew drops just right.  Secondly he was always pulled away from his 
work to help his neighbour. 

o One night he gets sick and he knows he is going to die.  He works 
desperately on his unfinished picture but the train of death arrives and he 
has to board it.  He weeps and says, “It’s not even finished.” 

§ Sometime after his death the new owners of his house find his 
canvas but on it is only one single beautiful leaf.  They put it in the 
town museum and call it, “leaf: by niggle.” 

Ø The story goes on.  As Niggle travels on the train of death he comes to the 
outskirts of the heavenly country.  Something there catches his eye.  He runs to it 
and we read this: 

o “Before him stood the Tree, his Tree, finished; its leaves opening, its 
branches growing and bending in the wind that Niggle had so often felt 
or guessed, and yet so often failed to catch.  He gazed at the Tree, and 
slowly he lifted his arms and opened them wide.  ‘It is a gift!’ he said.” 

§ The world had forgotten him.  His work was unfinished.  But in the 
new country he finds his tree finished. 

Ø This is the Christian view of work.  In this life we have dreams and ideals.  We 
want to make a difference.  But in a sin cursed world our best efforts often come 
to a frustrating end.  Even the best of us only end up painting a single leaf.  We 
are all Niggle. 

o But Christianity says this sin cursed world will not always be like this.  
Through the resurrection of Jesus God showed that what presently is will 
one day be mightily transformed.  The message of Christianity is that 
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when Jesus returns God himself will come to dwell on this renewed earth 
and Revelation 22:3 says, “No longer will there be any curse.” 

§ So you see the Christmas song Joy to The World is not really a 
Christmas song at all.  It is a song about Christ’s second coming 
for we sing, “No more let sins and sorrows grow/Nor thorns 
infest the ground/He comes to make/His blessings flow/far as the 
curse is found.” 

Ø There is a tree.  The reality that you dream about and work hard for exists.   
o To you lawyers there is a place where justice reigns.  To you teachers, 

there is a place where we will fully know.  To you engineers and 
architects, there is a city whose builder is God.  To you doctors and 
nurses, there is a place where there is no more pain.  To you preachers and 
theology students, there is a place where the God you speak of will be 
seen face to face.  To you musicians and artists, there is a place where 
every note of music and everything you look at will leave you breathless. 

§ So the Christian is not an idealist or a cynic.  We can live in the 
tension of the fulfillment and frustration of work because we know 
that our labour in the Lord is not in vain. 
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