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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word


There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.


There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.


What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.


The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.


The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.


Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.


The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!


R. Kent Hughes


Wheaton, Illinois
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Beginning


GENESIS 1:1, 2
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IT WAS THE CUSTOM IN ANCIENT TIMES to name a book by its opening word, which is what the Hebrews did in titling this initial Bible book Bereshith, which means “in the beginning.” When the Old Testament was translated into Greek about 250 B.C. the Greek equivalent of the title was rendered Genesis, which both the Latin and English translations have adopted letter for letter. It is an exquisitely perfect title because this book gives us the genesis (the beginning) of the doctrine of God, which rose to tower high over the pagan notions of the day. It is the genesis of the doctrine of creation, which likewise rose far above the crude mythologies of the surrounding nations. Genesis gives us the doctrine of man, demonstrating that from the beginning we are both wonderful and awful. The doctrine of salvation too has its genesis in Eden and its grand development throughout the whole book.


Astounding! What we know about God, about creation, about ourselves, and about salvation begins in Genesis. It provides the theological pillars on which the rest of the Bible stands. Jesus, the Messiah, has his prophetic genesis in the opening chapters of Genesis (cf. 3:15). The importance of Genesis for the believing heart can hardly be overstated.


At the same time, as deep and weighty as the book of Genesis is, it is no dry textbook. Its narratives of the garden, the flood, and the tower of Babel have captivated hearts for over three millennia and have provided inspiration for the world’s greatest poetry. The earthy, epic lives of Abraham and Isaac, and Jacob and Esau, and Joseph in Egypt are so primary and universal and so skillfully told that they have never ceased to enthrall listeners. The last decade of the twentieth century and the opening years of the twenty-first century produced a renewed public interest in the narratives of Genesis, and even a PBS special, and numbers of books on the shelves of popular bookstores. Genesis is in as literature. And what grand preaching material it is!


An overview of Genesis reveals neatly structured themes. It is widely accepted that chapters 1—11 cover primeval history (the early history of Planet Earth) and chapters 12—50 patriarchal history (the history of Israel’s founding fathers). The famous Hebrew term toledoth, literally translated “generations of,” occurs ten times in Genesis. Five refer to primeval history and five to patriarchal history.1 Closer examination reveals that five of them variously introduce narratives, and five introduce genealogies.2 Genesis is finely crafted.


Primeval history. The first eleven chapters, which give us the primeval history (universal history) of the world, do so by relating five stories that all have the same structure. The stories are of the fall, Cain, the sons of God marrying the daughters of man, the flood, and the tower of Babel. All five stories follow this fourfold pattern: a) Sin: the sin is described; b) Speech: there is a speech by God announcing the penalty; c) Grace: God brings grace to the situation to ease the misery due to sin; and d) Punishment: God punishes the sin. See an instructive chart on this in the footnotes.3


Here is amazing grace—amazing because though in all five stories there is an increasing avalanche of sin and resulting punishment that necessarily becomes increasingly severe, there is always more grace. Adam and Eve are punished, but God graciously withholds the death penalty. Cain is banished from his family, but God graces him with a mark of protection. The flood comes, but God graciously preserves the human race through Noah. Only in the case of Babel is the element of grace muted.4


Patriarchal history. But this lack serves to set up the continuation of grace during the following patriarchal section of Genesis 12—50. In this section Abraham receives the gracious promise that through him all the peoples of the world will be blessed (cf. 12:3). And then the patriarchal period unfolds the fulfilling of that gracious promise. Despite the patriarchs’ repeated sins, God’s promise stands. The salvation history of the patriarchal narratives functions as the gracious answer to mankind’s scattering at Babel.5


Genesis is about grace. The Apostle Paul’s aphorism, “where sin increased, grace abounded all the more” (Romans 5:20) sums up this major theme of Genesis. Genesis, far from being a faded page fallen from antiquity, breathes the grace of God. What a time we’re going to have as our souls are worked over by the sin-speech-grace-punishment pattern of chapters 1—11, and by the overall “where sin increases, grace abounds” theme of the whole book. This is good soul medicine—strong meat. It was grace from the beginning—in both primeval and patriarchal history. It always will be grace.


Genesis also provides us with a grand revelation of God’s faithfulness as it recounts God’s fidelity over and over again in the lives of the patriarchs. We see that God remains faithful even when the people to whom the promises are made become the greatest threat to the fulfillment of the promise. Such is God’s faithfulness that the sinful, disordered lives of the promise-bearers can’t abort the promises. This is the way God has always been. The New Testament puts it this way:


if we are faithless, he remains faithful—


for he cannot deny himself. (2 Timothy 2:13)


Faithfulness is a primary reality about God—the Genesis reality. It’s nothing new, but it is everything.


In regard to man, Genesis is eloquent: He is at the same time truly wonderful and truly awful. The bulk of Genesis affirms our terrible sinfulness. Even the best of the patriarchs are helpless, hopeless sinners. Not one ever comes to merit salvation. So we understand that from the first, salvation could come only through faith. Moses makes it clear that is how Abraham, the greatest of the patriarchs, was saved: “And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). Paul would allude to this multiple times in the New Testament, saying of Abraham in Romans, “The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe . . . so that righteousness would be counted to them as well” (4:11). There is only one way that fallen humanity can be saved—the Genesis way—by faith. There never has been another.


Who wrote Genesis? The Scriptures, both Old Testament and New Testament, affirm that Moses was the author of the first five books of the Bible (Genesis through Deuteronomy; cf. Exodus 17:14; Deuteronomy 31:24; Joshua 8:31; 2 Kings 14:6; Romans 10:5; and 2 Corinthians 3:15). Most significantly Jesus himself confirms Mosaic authorship (cf. John 5:45-47). Of course, Moses’ writing was somewhat revised and added to by others. Moses would have had a hard time writing Deuteronomy 34, the last chapter of the book, which describes his death!6


Internal biblical dating points to the late fifteenth century B.C. at the time of or following the exodus when Israel wandered in the wilderness.7 In the dynamic context of the wilderness journey, as God’s people dreamed of the promised land, they would naturally ask about Abraham and the patriarchs who had brought them down to Egypt. And beyond that they would ask about their ultimate origins. Thus God met Moses with his Word, giving him not only Genesis but what we call the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible.


As we now consider the opening lines of Genesis, we must carefully note that Israel had just escaped the oppressive polytheism of Egypt’s temples and pyramids with its solar and lunar gods. In Egypt, the pagan mytholo­gies had opposed Israel’s monotheism. In opposition to a single creator, the Egyptians taught pantheism and shored up their beliefs with elaborate myths of love affairs and reproduction among the gods, of warfare marking out the heavens and the earth. Their priests annually mimed their myths, hoping that by reenacting them they would create life. And that was not without effect. Some of God’s people had succumbed to the lavish liturgies of the Nile.


So Moses took them on. These opening lines would forever establish a true understanding about God, the universe, and humanity. Moses began with a radical and sweeping affirmation of monotheism over polytheism.8


His style was one of calm, majestic, measured grandeur. Moses did not condescend to mention the pagan worldviews but answered them through deliberate, solemn utterances that dismissed the opposing cosmologies by silence and subtle allusion:9 “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters” (vv. 1, 2). The emphasis is threefold: first God, then the universe, and then the earth.


God and the Beginning


Derek Kidner, one-time warden of Tyndale House, Cambridge, has pointed out that it is no accident that God is the subject of the first sentence of the Bible because his name here, Elohim, dominates the whole chapter—occurring some thirty-five times in all, so that it catches the reader’s eye again and again. Kidner’s point is that this section and indeed the entire book of Genesis is about God from first to last—and to read it any other way is to misread it.10 We will keep this advice in the forefront, especially as Genesis begins to focus on God the Son as the beginning and end of history.


Remarkably, the mystery of the Holy Trinity is embedded in the first three Hebrew words of the text (Bereshith bara Elohim) because the name “God,” Elohim, is in the plural, and the verb “created” (bara) is in the singular, so that God (plural) created (singular). On the one hand the Bible teaches that God is a unity: “Hear, O Israel: the LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4; cf. 1 Corinthians 8:6). On the other hand, it is equally as explicit that God is three persons (cf. Matthew 28:19; 2 Corinthians 13:14)—and that all three Persons were active in creation (God and the Spirit in Genesis 1:1, 2; God and the Son in John 1:1-3, 10; and the Son in Colossians 1:15-17 and Hebrews 1:1-3).11 So it is that we meet the awesome Triune God in the first three words of Biblical revelation!


God was there in the beginning. And here the context means “the beginning” of time itself, not sometime within eternity.12 Later Moses would give God’s presence at the beginning wonderful poetic expression when he sang,


Before the mountains were brought forth,


or ever you had formed the earth and the world,


from everlasting to everlasting you are God. (Psalm 90:2)


Whichever way we look—to the vanishing points of the beginning or the end—God is there, having always been there.


And even more, God created everything out of nothing. “It is correct to say that the verb bara, ‘create,’ contains the idea both of complete effortlessness and creatio ex nihilo, since it is never connected with any statement of the material” (Von Rad).13 Believing God’s word, the writer of Hebrews gave it precise explanation, “By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible” (11:3; cf. Isaiah 40:26; Revelation 4:11).


Moses’ assertion that nothing existed before God spoke it into existence was an attack on the polytheism and pantheism from which his people had just escaped. Today it stands as the answer to philosophical materialism and naturalism, which hold that the only real things are material, physical things—or as the opening line of Carl Sagan’s best-seller Cosmos puts it: “The cosmos is all there is, or has been, or will be”—matter is God! As we all know, this worldview has dominated the sciences for the last one hundred years. And it is defended, by some, against all logic—for fear that a Divine Foot might get in the door.14 In particular, absolute devotion to materialism has been the creed of Darwinian evolution and its dubious and increasingly discredited doctrine of natural selection.


Significantly, the emergence of the Intelligent Design Movement and the appearance of books the caliber of Michael Behe’s Darwin’s Black Box have moved some old-line Darwinists to retreat. Intelligent Design asks questions that the Darwinists can only answer by faith in metaphysical materialism. Thus William Dembski writes in his introduction to Mere Creation:


Darwin gave us a creation story, one in which God was absent and undirected natural processes did all the work. That creation story has held sway for more than a hundred years. It is now on the way out. . . . In The End of Christendom Malcolm Muggeridge wrote, “I myself am convinced that the theory of evolution, especially to the extent to which it has been applied, will be one of the greatest jokes in the history books of the future. Posterity will marvel that so very flimsy and dubious an hypothesis could be accepted with the incredible credulity it has.”15


Well, what do you know? The Bible was right. Creation could not happen without God!


In the beginning God existed in plural unity as the Holy Trinity. In the beginning God was existing from eternity to eternity. In the beginning was God—before there was as much as a material atom of the cosmos.


God and the Universe (v. 1)


“In the beginning,” says Moses, “God created the heavens and the earth” (v. 1). Moses uses very specialized and honed vocabulary here. “Created” is only used of God in the Bible. Only God creates. And in Genesis 1 the verb “created” is reserved only for the most crucial items in God’s plan: the universe (1:1), animate life (1:21), and man (1:27).16 The combination of the words “heavens and earth” is also very specialized. It is a merism (a statement of two opposites to indicate a totality), so that the sense is, “In the beginning God created the cosmos.”17 God created everything there is in all creation.


Cambridge University physicist Stephen Hawking, who has been called “the most brilliant theoretical physicist since Einstein,” says in his best-selling A Brief History of Time that our galaxy is an average-sized spiral galaxy that looks to other galaxies like a swirl in a pastry roll and that it is over 100,000 light-years across18—about six hundred trillion miles. He says, “We now know that our galaxy is only one of some hundred thousand million that can be seen using modern telescopes, each galaxy itself containing some hundred thousand million stars.”19 It is commonly held that the average distance between these hundred thousand million galaxies (each six hundred trillion miles across and containing one hundred thousand million stars) is three million light-years! On top of that, the work of Edwin Hubble, based on the Doppler effect, has shown that all red-spectrumed galaxies are moving away from us—and that nearly all are red. Thus, the universe is constantly expanding.20 Some estimates say that the most distant galaxy is eight billion light-years away—and racing away at two hundred million miles an hour. Finally, the fact of the expanding universe demands a beginning, though Hawking now doubts that a Big Bang was its beginning.21


Not only that—God created every speck of dust in the hundred thousand million galaxies of the universe. He created every atom—the sub-microscopic solar systems with their whimsically named quarks (from James Joyce’s Three Quarks for Master Mark) and leptons (the same Greek word used for the widow’s mite) and electrons and neutrinos (“little neutral ones”)—all of which have no measurable size.


The awesomeness of creation has been the subject of famous biblical poems like Job 38, Psalms 19, 33, 136, and Isaiah 45. Isaiah 40 references creation repeatedly, culminating in this expression:


To whom then will you compare me,


that I should be like him? says the Holy One.


Lift up your eyes on high and see:


who created these?


He who brings out their host by number,


calling them all by name,


by the greatness of his might,


and because he is strong in power


not one is missing. (vv. 25, 26)


The force of Moses’ words, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” was not lost on the children of the exodus. The night skies of Sinai, the diaphanous veil of the Milky Way, the paths of the comets, and the intermittent meteor showers sang to them of an omnipotent Creator who cared for his people. No wonder the poetry! How we need to rise above the congestion and smog of our existence and see our Creator, our cosmic caregiver.


God and the Earth (v. 2)


The second half of Moses’ introduction brings us down to earth: “The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters” (v. 2). The perspective is geocentric—from earth level—and from that view earth is seen as uninhabitable. The Hebrew of “without form and void” is rhythmic (tohu wabohu) and served as a common expression for a place that is disordered and empty22 and therefore uninhabitable and uninhabited—the very opposite of what the earth would be after the six days of creation.


Spread over the uninhabitable earth was “darkness,” serving to emphasize the emptiness. Darkness is impenetrable to man but transparent to God (cf. Psalm 139:12). God was there. And under the darkness and covering the earth was “the deep,” the primeval ocean. The famed Genesis commentator Umberto Cassuto provides this picture:


Just as the potter, when he wishes to fashion a beautiful vessel, takes first of all a lump of clay, and places it upon his wheel in order to mould it according to his wish, so the Creator first prepared for Himself the raw material . . . with a view to giving it afterwards order and life. . . . It is this terrestrial state that is called tohu and bohu.23


However, above the primeval chaos floated unutterable beauty—“and the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.” The verbal picture comes clear in the final Psalm of Moses where he uses the same word to describe “an eagle that stirs up its nest, that flutters over its young” (Deuteronomy 32:11). We have seen it when a bird suspends itself stationary in the sky by fluttering its wings. The Spirit of God fluttered like a nurturing bird over the dark in preparation for day one.24


The beauty and spiritual symmetry of the Bible’s opening words become even clearer as we see that the word “Spirit” in Hebrew also means “breath.” God’s creative breath hovered over the water, and on day one his breath would come forth as speech—his word. Psalm 33:6 makes this connection:


By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,


and by the breath of his mouth all their host.


The Spirit is to God’s word as breath is to speech.


On day one the miracle would begin with God speaking light into existence and that light shining in the darkness. None less than the Apostle Paul made the application of this truth to our dark hearts: “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Corinthians 4:6). Just as the Spirit of God fluttered over the dark waters, so he does over the dark hearts of humanity, preparing them for the word of God that will make them into new creations in Christ.


God created the heavens and the earth, the universe! He can make you new as well.


In the beginning was God. In the end God will be.


Genesis is about God, the universe, and you.


Genesis is about grace.


May his grace abound to you and me as we study the book of beginnings.
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Forming the Earth


GENESIS 1:3–13
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THROUGH THE CENTURIES CHRISTIANS who have held that the Scriptures are inerrant and wholly true have differed over the interpretation of the six days of creation. Bryan Chapell, president of Covenant Seminary, has noted that those who believe that the Bible teaches that creation took place in six twenty-four-hour solar days include such greats as John Calvin (though Warfield says he was open to other views), William Henry Thornwell, and Louis Berkhof. Others of equal stature have believed that the six days of Genesis did not limit God’s creating actions to the 144 hours of six days. These include the ancients Augustine and Aquinas, the Puritan William Ames, the great nineteenth-century defenders of orthodoxy Charles Hodge, A. A. Hodge, and B. B. Warfield, and prominent twentieth-century defenders of the faith such as J. Gresham Machen, J. Oliver Buswell, Donald Grey Barnhouse, and Francis Schaeffer.1


It is therefore an established fact that godly, Scripture-loving people who have given their lives to God’s Word have differed over the opening verses of the Bible. What they have not differed on is the utter truth of God’s Word and that the Genesis accounts are factual and historical. Neither have they differed over the historicity of Adam and Eve as special creations of God and the truth of the fall.


This ought to give pause to those who employ a particular view of creation as a litmus test for orthodoxy. Furthermore, the remarkable diversity of the major views of the six days ought to make us cautious and humble in our judgments.


There are at least six views of the six days, namely: 1) the twenty-four-hour solar day view (creation took place in 144 hours); 2) the punctuated activity view (the twenty-four-hour days of creation activity were separated by indefinite periods); 3) the gap view (there is a gap between Genesis 1:1 and 2, wherein a primeval rebellion took place, and the creation week is a remaking of the earth after the rebellion); 4) the day-age view (which understands the days as corresponding to geological ages); 5) the framework view (the days are a literary structuring device to convey the truth of creation, and not consecutive days); and 6) the analogical day view (the days are God’s workdays). Certainly these six views cannot all be correct. In fact, only one can be right. And it is our duty to seek it. But in the seeking and finding and holding of our view we ought to employ goodwill and magnanimity.


A model for this is the way we hold our millennial views. Here Dr. Chapell offers some seasoned advice:


Some of us are pre-millennial, some are amillennial, some are post-millennial. There are serious questions among us about the timing of the events that will end the world. Still, we recognize that people can differ over the timing issues and still believe the Bible is entirely true, and we accept these differences without accusing one another of being unorthodox. The same ought to be possible in the discussions we are having over the timing of the days at the beginning of the world.2


Hopefully, this is the spirit in which this exposition of the days of creation will be conducted. The interpretive goal is to say no more and no less than what Scripture says. We must stay on the line of Scripture.


Moses’ Intent


Moses’ careful intent is evident in the majestic arrangement, symmetry, and subtle craft of his writing.


Arrangement. A quick read reveals that the six days of creation are perfectly divided, so that the first three days describe the forming of the earth and the last three its filling. The two sets of days are a direct echo and remedy to the opening statement that the earth was “without form and void.” The earth’s formlessness was remedied by its forming in days one to three, and its emptiness by its filling on days four to six. This is exactly what happened, and Moses was at pains to make sure his hearers did not miss it.


Correspondence. There is also a remarkable correspondence between the first three days and the last three. Day four corresponds to day one, day five to day two, and day six to day three.


It is all so beautiful! On day one the light was created. On the corresponding day four there came the sun and moon to rule the light. On day two God created the expanse that he called the sky, separating the waters above from the waters below. And on the parallel day five God filled the sky and waters with fowl and fish. On day three God separated the water and dry land and created vegetation. On the matching day six God filled the land with animal life and created man to rule over it all.




















	

	Form

	

	Filling






	DAY 1

	Light

	DAY 4

	Luminaries






	DAY 2

	Sky (waters below)
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On days three and six the correspondence is especially emphasized by the double repetitions of “God said” and of “it was good”—emphasizing a formal correspondence between the final days of forming and filling the earth. These correspondences reveal an astonishing record of the symmetries of creation.


Perfection. The late Hebrew University professor Umberto Cassuto points out that the structure of the days of creation is based on a system of numerical harmony, using the number seven. He wrote, “The work of the Creator, which is marked by absolute perfection and flawless systematic orderliness, is distributed over seven days: Six days of labour and a seventh day set aside for the enjoyment of the completed task.”3


And then he made these observations: The words “God” (Elohim), “heavens” (samayim), and “earth” (eretz), which are the three nouns of the opening verse, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth,” are repeated in this creation account in multiples of seven. “God” occurs thirty-five times (5 x 7), “heavens” twenty-one times (3 x 7), and “earth” twenty-one times. In addition to this, in the Hebrew original the first verse has seven words, and the second fourteen words. The seventh paragraph (the seventh day) has three sentences, each of which has seven words, and contains in the middle the phrase, “the seventh day.” Cassuto concludes: “This numerical symmetry is as it were, the golden thread that binds together all the parts of the section and serves as a convincing proof of its unity.”4 So Genesis 1 is remarkable literature as to its arrangement, its correspondences and symmetries, and its literary-numerical perfection.


History. However, this said, it is not poetry but narrative prose. The whole account is written in the normal Hebrew narrative tense.5 There is no question that the Genesis account is written as history. “Moses presents the creation story as what actually happened in the time space world we experience.”6 And that is the way that every Biblical author who looks back to it treats it (cf. Exodus 20:11; Isaiah 40:26; Jonah 1:9; Hebrews 11:3; Revelation 4:11). Thus Francis Schaeffer writes:


The mentality of the whole Scripture . . . is that creation is as historically real as the history of the Jews and our present moment of time. Both the Old and the New Testaments deliberately root themselves back into the early chapters of Genesis, insisting that they are a record of historical events.7


Genesis 1 is therefore exalted, carefully structured and worded narrative prose—history. Certainly it is not meant to be an exhaustive account of creation. It is only one page long! It must not be treated as a photograph of creation but rather as a broad-stroked painting of what happened when God created the heavens and the earth.


The narrative tense presents a sequence in those six days that demands chronological reality.8 Day two followed day one, etc. Derek Kidner writes: “The march of the days is too majestic a progress to carry no implication of ordered sequence; it also seems over-subtle to adopt a view of the passage which discounts one of the primary impressions it makes on the ordinary, reader.”9


So then, how did Moses’ hearers understand the days of creation as he read them the account? Certainly they did not understand it as myth! It was a polemic against the pagan mythologies of the surrounding nations. Each day of creation attacks one of the gods in the pagan pantheons of the day and declares that they are not gods at all. On day one the gods of light and darkness are dismissed. On day two, the gods of sky and sea. On day three, the earth gods and gods of vegetation. On day four, the sun, moon, and star gods. Days five and six dispense with the ideas of divinity within the animal kingdom. Finally, it is made clear that humans and humanity are not divine, while also teaching that all, from the greatest to the least, are made in the image of God.10 Thus Biblical reality replaced myth.


Neither did Moses’ hearers regard the days as metaphorical or literary. The Hebrew tense used here is the wayyiqtol, that of narrative history. Elevated, sonorous, primeval history is what they heard in the six days of creation.


Could the Israelites have understood the days as geological ages? Impossible. What ignorant arrogance people bring to the text when they imagine that God directly referenced the shifting scientific paradigms of the last hundred years.


Possibly the Israelites understood Moses as describing creation in six twenty-four-hour days. Genesis can reasonably be interpreted as reading this way.11 But I do not think that is how the Israelites heard it.


Most probably the six days of creation are God’s workdays, which are not identical to ours but are analogous to ours. We understand something about God’s days from our experience of living in earth days. The six days are not solar days but God’s days because: 1) the first three days ­couldn’t have been solar because God made the sun and moon on the fourth day, and 2) the seventh day has no end. The phrase “and there was evening and there was morning” does not appear with day seven (see 2:2, 3).


Those who hold that the word “day” here must be a twenty-four-hour day do so by arguing that every place in Scripture that the word “day” (yom) is used with a designating number, it is a solar day. But they ignore a cardinal rule of biblical interpretation—namely, when a word like yom appears in a text (a word that has a wide range of meanings), the context must determine the word’s meaning. Here, in the immediate context, the seventh day is not a twenty-four-hour day. Thus it indicates that the preceding six days must be similarly understood.12


As a matter of fact God still is in the seventh day, the day of rest. He has been so since the creation of the world. Significantly, the writer of Hebrews bases his whole argument regarding God’s people entering the rest by faith upon the fact that God is still resting, though also at work (Hebrews 4:3-11; cf. Psalm 95:11).


Therefore, Genesis 1 is history, the literal history of what God did when he created the heavens and the earth. He did it in six days, his days. He did it in the order described. The Genesis account is a majestic, finely-wrought telling of what God did in time and space. It is our history.


Forming the World


Day one. As mentioned, the first three days remedy the fact that “the earth was without form.” The formless world, covered with primeval sea, was floating in space, like an unformed lump of clay on the potter’s wheel. The Spirit of God fluttered over the dark waters in anticipation.


His word. His only tool was his word, the revelation of his will—“And God said”—his speech. That is all. In creating everything through his word, God’s thought shaped itself exactly to the least cell and atom. The vast universe was shaped by his thought and will, as was each of the trillions of cells in our body, each cell’s nucleus containing a coded database larger in information content than all thirty volumes of the Encyclopedia Britannica.13 There is such intimacy and immediacy in his knowledge in the willing of creation that we might say he knows each aspect of creation by experience. But, as Kidner says, “experience is too weak a word.”14 This is not pantheism. This is taking creation seriously!


And God does it all with such ease. A “mere” utterance. C. S. Lewis attempted to capture God’s ease and joy in creation by his word in his Narnia Chronicles where he has Aslan creating the universe. Aslan’s mouth is wide-open in song, and as he sings, the color green begins to form around his feet and spreads out in a pool. Then flowers and heather appear on the hillside and move out before him. As the tempo of the music picks up, showers of birds fly out of a tree, and butterflies begin to flit about. Then comes great celebration as the song breaks into even wilder song.15


The fanciful figure fits. In Genesis, God is like the soloist—“Let there be light,” and the narrator is like the accompanist—“and there was light.”


Light. The first day reads, “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. And God saw that the light was good. And God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day” (vv. 3-5). For the first three days light shone from a source other than the sun. Thus we observe that the Bible begins with light but no sun and ends the same way—“And night will be no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever” (Revelation 22:5). Calvin said of this, “Therefore the Lord, by the very order of creation, bears witness that he holds in his hands the light, which he is able to impart to us without the sun and moon.”16 The rhythm of evening beginning the day, in Jewish reckoning, begins here because the darkness over the face of the earth was followed by the first light for the first day.


The pronouncement “good” is the first of seven such benedictions. The great artist admires his handiwork. It is good and perfect and will accomplish what he desires. As for the pagan cosmologies? The gods of light and darkness are dismissed without mention.


This is the beginning of the motif of darkness and light in Scripture, in which darkness and light are mutually exclusive realms. Ultimately Christ will bring eternal light to his people and to all creation. The end will be an explosion of light.


Day two. Light shone on the glistening deep of the unworked, unordered earth. Then God spoke again: “And God said, ‘Let there be an expanse in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.’ And God made the expanse and separated the waters that were under the expanse from the waters that were above the expanse. And it was so. And God called the expanse Heaven. And there was evening and there was morning, the second day” (vv. 6-8).


The expanse (raqia) signifies a kind of horizontal area, extending through the very heart of the mass of water and dividing it into two layers, one above the other, creating upper and lower layers of water (Cassuto).17 It was the visible expanse of sky with the waters of the sea below and the clouds holding water above. It is the blue we see. God called it “Sky” (alternate translation of the word “Heaven” in verse 8). This is a phenomenological description of the earth’s atmosphere as viewed from earth.


The naming that took place of the “Day” and the “Night” on the first day and the “Sky” on day two was understood in biblical culture to be an act of sovereign dominion. Later God would entrust his dominion over the earth to Adam by letting him name all living creatures. Here the naming dismisses the pagan gods of sky and sea without a word.


Day three. During the first two days of creation God had brought increasing form and order to creation. The earth, warmed by light, was now robed in blue and dappled with clouds floating over a sparkling sea. The picture is increasingly inviting. Now, on day three God spoke twice more. His first speech completed the forming of earth—“And God said, ‘Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.’ And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good” (vv. 9, 10). There was no new creation here, but a final ordering. The world as we know it had been given shape. The chaos had disappeared.


Then, with his second word on the third day, the emphasis began to switch toward the theme of fullness as he spoke plant life into existence:


And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation, plants yielding seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, on the earth.” And it was so. The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed according to their own kinds, and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening and there was morning, the third day. (vv. 11-13)


Here the gods of earth and vegetation, the gods of fertility, are powerfully dismissed. There is no sea god, only the seas that God controls, as he likewise controls the earth and its harvest.


The earth is now ready for animate, mobile life. The fixed forms are in place. God has sublimely ordered the chaos by his word. This is the history of the world’s first three days.


Christ and Creation


Christ is the light. Because the Bible begins and ends by describing an untainted world that is filled with light but no sun and shows God as the source of light, it was fitting that Jesus called himself the light, saying “I am the light of the world.” And he would continue by saying, “Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). It was an audacious claim because as Jesus spoke these words he was standing in the temple treasury by the massive extinguished torches that had burned that very night in the ceremony of the Illumination of the Temple, which celebrated the Shekinah glory that led Israel for forty years in the wilderness. It was a solemn declaration of his divinity as “the light of the world.” This divine-light declaration ultimately identified him with the giver of light in Genesis 1. Indeed Revelation says of Jesus, “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (21:23). It was also an unfailing promise because Jesus needs merely to speak, and men and women receive his light.18


Christ the Creator. Jesus the light was present when creation was spoken into existence. The Scriptures are explicit. John’s Gospel begins, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men” (1:1-4). Nothing was made without Christ! Paul likewise affirms, “yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist” (1 Corinthians 8:6, italics added). All things came, at once, from God the Father and God the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. And again Paul says of Jesus, “For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him” (Colossians 1:16). And then hear the twenty-four elders as they cast their crowns before him: “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created” (Revelation 4:11).


Christ brings order. The grand point is that it is Christ the light, Christ the Creator, who brings order out of the dark chaos of our lives—who brings form to the chaos of our lives. If your life is dark and desolate, if your life is out of control, if there is no light in your life, but only darkness, and there seems to be no hope—there is!


The very same power that flung the stars out into the unfathomable, expanding universe while orchestrating life in the irreducible complexity of the cells of your body will act on your behalf if you come to him. He will turn your night into day with a word. He will reorder your broken life with a word. He will bring form out of chaos with a word. It is his specialty.


He is not only the light, the Creator, and the Son of God—he is the Savior of the World. This very one who created the fleeing constellations, who orders the cell, who sustains every atom, came and died on the cross for your sins. This one will save you. He can bring a genesis to your life. That is what he came to do!


If you have never understood this before, realize that there is hope for you. There is creation power that can re-create your life. There is eternal life that will turn the midnight of your life into dawn and daylight and life and spring.


This is our God. He gives form. He reorders life. He will do it for you.









3


Filling the Earth


GENESIS 1:14–31


[image: image]


THE FIRST THREE DAYS OF CREATION DESCRIBE the forming of the earth, and the second three describe its filling. And together they remedy earth’s initial condition of being “without form and void.” The correspondence of each set of days is immediately apparent as we see that day one, which describes the creation (forming) of light, is matched by day four, which describes the filling of earth with light.


Filling the Earth


Day four. This filling with light on day four is given full expression by Moses’ telling it twice, the second telling being the reverse of the first.1 Both tellings doubly emphasize the functions of the sun, moon, and stars in respect to the earth. The description is geocentric—from earth’s vantage point.


And God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night. And let them be for signs and for seasons, and for days and years, and let them be lights in the expanse of the heavens to give light upon the earth.” And it was so. And God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. And God set them in the expanse of the heavens to give light on the earth, to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day. (vv. 14-19)


Notice that the sun and moon are identified as “two great lights.” Moses consciously avoids using their names because they are gods in the Egyptian pantheon. Moses is saying that the sun, moon, and stars are not gods, but God’s creations! He asserts Israel’s majestic monotheism over the degraded pagan polytheism of his day.


With just a “mere” word—the expression of God’s will—the solar system was set like a jeweled watch in the midst of the universe. The focus is geocentric indeed! The universe gets only a throwaway line—“Uh, he also made the stars.”


And what a wonder the earth and its environs are! The seventeenth-century mathematician and philosopher Sir Isaac Newton had a mechanical replica of our solar system made in miniature. At its center was a large golden ball representing the sun, and revolving around it were smaller spheres attached at the ends of rods of varying lengths. They represented Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, and the other planets. These were all geared together by cogs and belts to make them move around the sun in perfect harmony. One day as Newton was studying the model, an unbelieving friend stopped by for a visit. Marveling at the device and watching as the scientist made the heavenly bodies move in their orbits, the man exclaimed, “My, Newton, what an exquisite thing! Who made it for you?” Without looking up, Sir Isaac replied, “Nobody.” “Nobody?” his friend asked. “That’s right! I said nobody! All of these balls and cogs and belts and gears just happened to come together, and wonder of wonders, by chance they began revolving in their set orbits and with perfect timing.” His friend undoubtedly got the point. The existence of Newton’s machine presupposed a maker, and even more so the earth and its perfectly ordered solar system.


The chances against such an ordered cosmic machine just happening are overwhelming. For example, if I take ten pennies, number them one to ten, and put them in my pocket, then put my hand back in my pocket, my chances of pulling out the number one penny would be one in ten. If I place the number one penny back in my pocket and mix all the pennies again, the chances of pulling out penny number two would be one in a hundred. The chances of repeating the same procedure and coming up with penny number three would be one in a thousand. To do so with all of them (one through ten in order) would be one in ten billion! Noting the order and design of our universe, Johannes Kepler—the founder of modern astronomy, discoverer of the “Three Planetary Laws of Motion,” and originator of the term satellite—said, “The undevout astronomer is mad.”


The slant of the earth, tilted at an angle of 23o, gives us our seasons. If it was not tilted exactly at 23o we would not only lose our seasons but life itself—as the vapors from the ocean would move north and south, piling up continents of ice. If our moon were closer, our tides would daily inundate whole continents.


Charles Colson reported in his BreakPoint Commentary that in April 1999 astronomers at Harvard and San Francisco State University announced they had discovered evidence of three planets orbiting a nearby star, Upsilon Andromedae, some forty-four light years away. What they found countered previously held theories about planetary formation. The standard theory derived from our solar system is that the small dense planets like Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars are closest to the sun, and that the large gaseous planets like Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune are farthest away (the only exception is Pluto).


But this simply is not so with Upsilon Andromedae’s massive close-in planets. “This will shake up the theory of planetary formation,” said astronomer Geoffrey Marcy to the Washington Post. Astronomers are learning that our solar system is even more remarkable and unique than thought before. And there is more. In the past four years some twenty planets have been discovered outside our solar system, and half of them move in egg-shaped “killer orbits” that lead to cosmic collisions. But in respect to our solar system, Dr. Marcy says, “It’s like a jewel. You’ve got circular orbits. They’re all in the same plane. . . . It’s perfect, you know. It’s gorgeous. It’s almost uncanny.” Colson comments: “Dr. Marcy may not realize it, but his language echoes that of the great Isaac Newton more than 300 years ago. Newton likewise found our solar system beautiful, but he took that insight to its logical conclusion. ‘This most beautiful system of the sun, planets, and comets,’ he wrote, ‘could only proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent and powerful Being.’”2


Joseph Addison was right in Newton’s day, and it is still true in ours:


The spacious firmament on high,


With all the blue, ethereal sky,


And spangled heavens, a shining frame,


Their great Original proclaim!


Joseph Addison 
“The Spacious Firmament on High”


God thought it and willed it, and it was! The stars were flung in their fleeing courses. The sun was set in its galaxy. The earth began to revolve around the sun—and the moon around the spinning earth—like a jeweled watch. As we saw before, this was Christ’s handiwork. The constellations speed away because Christ tells them to. The earth and moon waltz because Christ commands them to. The natural laws work because Christ ordains it. The earth was filled with rotating light. “And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day” (v. 19).


Day five. On day two God had divided the primeval waters by creating an expanse, which he called “Heaven” or “Sky,” separating the waters above and below. Now on the corresponding day five he filled the waters and the skies with animate life.


And God said, “Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the expanse of the heavens.” So God created the great sea creatures and every living creature that moves, with which the waters swarm, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day. (vv. 20-23)


The seas literally swarmed with living things—the monsters of the deep. There were whales, sharks, leviathan (crocodiles); swordfish reigned amidst schools of tuna and dolphin and thousands of lesser colorful finned creatures—many unknown until the twentieth century. And above, an ornithologist’s delight filled the skies—eagles, cormorants, ravens, gulls, geese, ducks, woodpeckers, finches, cardinals, indigo buntings. The skies and seas teemed with astonishing variety, all from the mind of God. The waving, undulating beauties seen first by the sea diver and the gliding, iridescent arrays of the heavens exist because of God’s thought and at his pleasure—“And God saw that it was good.”


As a result he blessed his new creatures and commanded them to increase and grow, infusing them with the ability to reproduce. And we, too, must celebrate his extravagant hand, as Hopkins did with this joyous poem:


Glory be to God for dappled things—


For skies of couple-colour as a brindled cow;


For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;


Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;


Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow,


and plough;


And all trades, their gear and tackle and trim.


All things counter, original, spare, strange;


Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)


With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;


He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:


Praise Him.


Gerard Manley Hopkins 
Pied Beauty3


Day six. On day three God had caused the dry ground to appear and covered it with vegetation, and now on the corresponding day six he filled it with land creatures.


And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds—livestock and creeping things and beasts of the earth according to their kinds.” And it was so. And God made the beasts of the earth according to their kinds and the livestock according to their kinds, and everything that creeps on the ground according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. (vv. 24, 25)


The categories are generic and are meant to encompass every terrestrial beast. Livestock means domesticated animals, creatures that move along the ground signify all manner of small animals, and wild animals represent game.4 “All creatures great and small/The Lord God made them all.”


We must never forget that the mind of God created all of this. So when we contemplate the heavens, we learn something of God. “Day to day pours out speech, and night to night reveals knowledge” (Psalm 19:2). Ride the Hubble telescope across the galaxies and learn something of him. Travel in the microscope into the complexity of the human cell and learn more. Go deeper into the atom and its quarks and leptons and learn more. Likewise, that which we touch, taste, and feel does the same. Remember William Blake’s poem?


Tyger, Tyger, burning bright


In the forests of the night,


What immortal hand or eye


Could frame thy fearful symmetry?


In what distant deeps or skies


Burnt the fire of thine eyes?


On what wings dare he aspire?


What the hand dare seize the fire?5


We must never stop our mind at what we see. We must think on to the Immortal Hand and Eye that made it all and “saw that it was good.” Certainly we must never worship nature as the pantheists do, but we worship the Creator of the material universe. He called his handiwork “good,” and thus it represents his thought—so varied and beautiful and joyous. The God who created all this did it to form an environment for man. And as his children we must understand that it hints at the depth of his care for us.


God had formed the world in three days, and now in three parallel days he had wonderfully filled it with the light of the sun and moon and stars and trees and plants and creatures of the deep and the winged creatures of the sky and a zoo of wondrous earth-treading beasts. Creation was full and ready for its ultimate fullness with the creation of man. Here the narrative slows down during the sixth day (like slow motion), because it is here with the creation of man that we come to the apex of the narrative.


Filling the Earth with Man


The specialness of this section is immediately apparent because in verse 26 the narrative changes from the third person to the first person plural—“Then God said, ‘Let us . . .’”—which indicates divine dialogue. Some have tried to sidestep this by seeing it as a conversation with the angels. But that is impossible because angels are not in the image of God. Besides, angels can add nothing to God’s omniscient wisdom. Others have attempted to prove it is a plural of majesty such as was used by ancient potentates. But this idea is flawed because the point of the verse is not God’s majesty.


In truth it is the plural of deliberation, here divine deliberation. Henri Blocher explains: “God addresses himself, but this he can do only because he has a Spirit who is both with him and distinct from him at the same time. Here are the first glimmerings of a Trinitarian revelation.”6 The reference to “the Spirit of God” in 1:2, hovering over the waters, demonstrates a co-participant in creation. And the New Testament gives the full meaning (the sensus plenior) when it teaches the radical involvement of Christ in creation (cf. John 1:1-3; 1 Corinthians 8:6; Colossians 1:15-18; Hebrews 1:1-3; Revelation 4:11).


So now we see that an awesome declaration about man is made by God in consultation with himself (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit):


Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”


So God created man in his own image,


in the image of God he created him;


male and female he created them. (vv. 26, 27)


Verse 27 is the first poetry in the Bible, consisting of three lines, each with four stresses and three repetitions of the verb bara (“created”).7 This is the high point toward which God’s creativity from the opening verse is directed.8 So consider this: Though you could travel a hundred times the speed of light, past countless yellow-orange stars, to the edge of the galaxy and swoop down to the fiery glow located a few hundred light-years below the plane of the Milky Way, though you could slow to examine the host of hot young stars luminous among the gas and dust, though you could observe, close-up, the protostars poised to burst forth from their dusty cocoons, though you could witness a star’s birth, in all your stellar journeys you would never see anything equal to the birth and wonder of a human being. For a tiny baby girl or boy is the apex of God’s creation! But the greatest wonder of all is that the child is created in the image of God, the Imago Dei. The child once was not; now, as a created soul, he or she is eternal. He or she will exist forever. When the stars of the universe fade away, that soul shall still live.


How are we in God’s image? Certainly the church fathers and Reformers were correct in viewing the image of God in us as essentially spiritual, though some Reformers erred in supposing that it was completely destroyed in the fall. What was destroyed in the fall was man’s original righteousness. That part of the image of God was eradicated. Nevertheless, even after the corruption of the world and the flood’s judgment, man was regarded as in God’s image.


The post-flood prohibition of murder was based on the fact that man is in the image of God (cf. Genesis 9:6). The Apostle James also understood that sinners still bear the image of God: “With [the tongue] we bless our Lord and Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God” (James 3:9).


The image of God still persists in sinful men and women, though marred and sometimes even a caricature—and a witness against itself.9 Nevertheless, the image of God that we all bear is wondrous and holds eternal potential.


Hearers. Significantly, immediately after God had created man and woman in his image, he spoke to them: “And God blessed them. And God said to them . . .” (v. 28). This means that as image-bearers we can hear and receive God’s word. No other creature can do that. This also means that we are responsible, moral, spiritual beings. The continental divide is the question of God’s grace. If by his grace we respond, we can live in accord with his word. By his grace we can live nuanced lives of the deepest morality. His grace can enable us to hold forth his word. And we can live with him eternally.


Rulers. It is also most significant that God calls his image-bearers to rule over the earth in verses 26 and 28. God views his image-bearers as royal figures, his vicegerents over creation. This is what astonished the psalmist in Psalm 8:


When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,


the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,


what is man that you are mindful of him,


and the son of man that you care for him?


Yet you have made him a little lower than the heavenly beings


and crowned him with glory and honor.


You have given him dominion over the works of your hands;


you have put all things under his feet. (vv. 3-6)


There is vast dignity attached to being made in God’s image, though marred by the fall.


Sons. Elsewhere in Genesis we see more about the image of God that distinguishes human life—namely, that it suggests sonship for both men and women. In Genesis 5:3 we read that Adam fathered a “son” in his own “likeness” and “image.” Although biological descent was in view, the passage also links image with sonship. This idea is picked up in Luke’s Gospel, which calls Adam “the son of God” (3:38). Being in God’s image indicates God’s paternity and a filial relationship.10


So with these realities about the Imago Dei the spiritual potential of humanity is immense. Image-bearers can hear God’s word and ride it to untold spiritual heights. Image-bearers are innately regal beings meant to rule over all creation. Image-bearers are the created offspring of God, with real possibilities of eternal sonship.


We see man as the apex of a fully formed and filled creation made by God for him. Man and woman are glorious indeed. There they stood before the fall—vicegerents of creation in a state of spiritual, social, and ecological perfection. God had given every seed-bearing plant and fruit-bearing tree for food (cf. vv. 29, 30). They were at peace with God and nature. “And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day” (v. 31).


But as we know, the fall did come. No category can adequately express the tragedy. Mankind remains in the image of God, but as a “grisly shadow of himself.”11


Where is our hope? It is in Christ who is “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation” (Colossians 1:15). He is the exact image of God’s being (cf. Hebrews 1:3). Jesus’ incarnation resulted in a formal correspondence with the first Adam by virtue of his humanity. But Christ, the second Adam, did not sin. So he can make all those who are in him alive (cf. Romans 5:12ff.).


What awaits the Christian is the likeness (eikon, image) of Christ: “Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:49). The destiny of believers in Christ is to be in his image, and this includes everything that was suggested in our being created in God’s image. We will rule in and with Jesus, whom the writer of Hebrews shows is the one who fulfilled Psalm 8: “But we see him who for a little while was made lower than the angels, namely Jesus, crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (2:9).


Again, all our hope rests on Jesus, the perfect bearer of the Imago Dei. Note well that Colossians 1:15 (“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation”) is followed by verses 16-18, which depict him as the Creator, Sustainer, and Goal of the universe!


As he was the one who formed the universe, he can restore form to broken lives. And more, he who filled the earth with light, the seas with fish, the air with birds, and the land with its denizens specializes in giving his righteousness to sinful, vacuous humanity. He only has to say the word, and it is done.


Long ago Blaise Pascal (following Augustine) said that there is an abyss within fallen man that “can only be filled by an infinite and immutable object, which is to say only by God himself.”12 Do you know this vacuum? Is there emptiness within you—some uncomfortable space—due to your sin? If so, all you have to do is come to him believing and say, “Here’s my cup, Lord; fill it up, Lord”—and he will.


Will you bring your emptiness to Christ? In that marvelous section in Colossians 1, verse 15 states that Christ is “the image of . . . God”; then verses 16-18 affirm that he is the Creator, Sustainer, and Goal of the universe; and finally, verse 19 includes that he is the Savior: “For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (vv. 19, 20). So Paul could say to believers, “For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority” (Colossians 2:9, 10).


Are you empty, in need of God’s forgiveness and righteousness? Then come to him. His fullness will become yours with a “mere” word!
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God Rests


GENESIS 2:1–3
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THE OPENING VERSE OF CHAPTER 2 should have been included at the end of chapter 1 because it completes the account of the six days of creation. Stephanus, the sixteenth-century printer-scholar who introduced the verse divisions of the Bible that we use today, simply blew it. He should have seen this because Genesis 2:1 is an echo of Genesis 1:1, which begins, “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” And 2:1 concludes, “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them.” The echo is technically called an inclusio, which indicates the conclusion of the six days of creation. The story is that Stephanus made his verse divisions while riding horseback. So we must go easy on him.


Stephanus aside, the reading of 1:31 and 2:1 together express the contented satisfaction of God at the conclusion of day six: “And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them.” So we have here the complete picture of the heavens and the earth and all they contain in their harmonious perfection—Rare Earth, as scientists are now calling it in the title of a best-selling book that argues that our position in the Milky Way, the juxtaposition and size of the planets in our solar system (especially Jupiter), the function of the Earth’s moon, and numerous other factors make it likely that earth is the only place in the universe where there is life.1


However that may be, the first three days of forming creation and the concluding three days of filling it, capped by the creation of man, left creation lacking nothing. All that God had made was worthy of praise, and as such he gave it his highest commendation: “it was very good.” The earth spun perfectly in its orbit around the sun in majestic twenty-four-hour rotation. The well-ordered planet swarmed with life under the joyous watch of the first couple.


God Rests


God had formed and filled the earth, and now on the seventh day he rested: “And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation” (2:2, 3). This seventh day was significantly different from the first six days of creation, as Kenneth Mathews has so clearly noted: 1) There was no creation formula—“And God said”—because his creative word was not required. 2) The seventh day did not have the usual closing refrain—“and there was evening and there was morning”—to indicate the day’s end. 3) The seventh day was the only day to be “blessed” and “made . . . holy” by God. 4) The seventh day stood outside the paired days of creation because there was no corresponding day to it in the preceding six. And 5) unlike the six creative days, the number of the day (the seventh day) is repeated three times.2


This is given dramatic significance because verses 2, 3 contain four lines, and the first three are parallel (each having seven words in the Hebrew), with the midpoint of each line being the phrase “the seventh day.” Here’s how the Hebrew word order has it:


Line one: So God finished by the seventh day his work which he did, 
Line two: and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he did, 
Line three: and God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, 
Line four: because on it he rested from all his work that God created to do.3


The seventh day stands apart in solitary grandeur as the crown to the six days of creation. This indicates not only immense literary craft but deep theological significance. From the beginning of creation the seventh day was central, not only to creation, but to the ultimate destiny of God’s people, as we shall see.


God rested. Verses 2 and 3 each state that God rested: Verse 2 says, “he rested . . . from all his work,” and verse 3 adds, “[he] rested from all his work that he had done in creation.” Why did God rest? Certainly not from fatigue. Omnipotence needs no rest because regardless of the amount of power that goes forth from him, his power is not depleted one whit. His omnipotent creating power is infinite. God did not need a breather. Actually the word “rest” means “to cease from.”4 God simply stopped his creating activity. In fact, though God rested (ceased his creating activity), he still worked. Jesus said exactly that when he healed a crippled man on the Sabbath: “My Father is working until now, and I am working” (John 5:17). God rested from creating but works in sustaining the world by his power, governing it by his providence, and insuring the propagation of its creatures. In fact, if he stopped working, everything would dissolve into nothing.


God’s rest was one of deep pleasure and satisfaction at the fruit of his labor. This joyous rest of the Creator certainly extended to Adam and Eve in paradise as, in their state of innocence, they lived in blessed peace with their Creator. And this original rest was the beginning of a type of the rest that was lost at the fall but will be restored through redemption and its final consummation.5


God blessed. God took such pleasure in the seventh day that he blessed it—“So God blessed the seventh day”—which means that he made it spiritually fruitful. We know that the two preceding blessings in the creation account, first on living creatures and then on Adam and Eve, bestowed fertility because in both instances God said, “Be fruitful and multiply” (1:22, 28). The meaning here is essentially the same but in the spiritual realm. “God’s blessing bestows on this special, holy, solemn day a power which makes it fruitful for human existence. The blessing gives the day, which is a day of rest, the power to stimulate, animate, enrich and give fullness to life.”6 The seventh day is one of perpetual spiritual spring—a day of multiplication and fruitfulness. This would become of great importance and benefit to God’s people.


God made it holy. So God ceased from his creation labors on the seventh day, pronounced it “blessed” (spiritually life-giving), and then “made it holy.” The seventh day was the first thing to be hallowed in Scripture. It was therefore elevated above the other days and set apart for God himself.


This blessed and holy day has no end. There is no morning and evening. It has existed from the completion of creation and still is. God still rests after the great event.


Sabbath Rest


Generations later—following the fall, the flood, Babel, the lives of the patriarchs, the captivity in Egypt, and the exodus—the seventh day was given preeminence in Israel by becoming the text for the fourth commandment:


Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your son, or your daughter, your male servant, or your female servant, or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. (Exodus 20:8-11)


The Sabbath day was to be one of complete rest, cessation from life’s labors. Like God’s rest, it was “blessed,” and thus its observation by God’s people was essential to their spiritual health and growth.


Creation celebrated. By keeping the Sabbath, God’s people entered into the seven-day rhythm of work and joyful rest. The seventh day pointed the Hebrew worshiper to a day of rejoicing over the created work of God. Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel writes: “It is a day on which we are called upon to show what is eternal in time, to turn from the results of creation to the mystery of creation; from the world of creation to the creation of the world.”7 The Sabbath implicitly instructed all humanity that there is more to life than work. It afforded God’s people the time to hear and meditate on God’s Word, to contemplate eternal things, and to pray. Isaiah sang of it:


If you turn back your foot from the Sabbath, from doing your pleasure on my holy day, and call the Sabbath a delight and the holy day of the Lord honorable; if you honor it, not going your own ways, or seeking your own pleasure, or talking idly; then you shall take delight in the Lord, and I will make you ride on the heights of the earth; I will feed you with the heritage of Jacob your father, for the mouth of the Lord has spoken. (Isaiah 58:13, 14)


Salvation celebrated. The Sabbath was also a day to remember and celebrate redemption. In Deuteronomy’s extended version of the Fourth Commandment, Moses adds, “You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm. Therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day” (5:15). In Egypt Israel had been cruelly overworked, even forced to make bricks without straw. And Pharaoh only let them go when God wrought his mighty deliverance at the Passover. With their redemption from Egypt came the rest that had not been theirs for hundreds of years. So on the Sabbath, as they rested, they were to reflect on their miraculous redemption.


These two versions of the Fourth Commandment give the twofold meaning of the seventh day for Israel: 1) the celebration of God as Creator, and 2) the celebration of God as Redeemer.8 The Sabbath’s purpose was to grace God’s people—to grace their bodies with the rest of the Genesis rhythm and to grace their souls with Heaven’s rhythm, providing Israel with respite from their labors so they could focus on God and gratefully celebrate him as their Creator and Redeemer.


Covenant sign. The Sabbath and its ritual observance became the preeminent sign of God’s covenant with Israel.9 After the tabernacle was built, the Sabbath was regarded as the sign of the covenant between God and his people: “And the LORD said to Moses, ‘You are to speak to the people of Israel and say, “Above all you shall keep my Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you throughout your generations, that you may know that I, the LORD, sanctify you”’” (Exodus 31:12, 13). And again, “The people of Israel shall keep the Sabbath, observing the Sabbath throughout their generations, as a covenant forever. It is a sign forever between me and the people of Israel” (31:16, 17a).


No other people had the Sabbath. None but Israel had this blessed law, enforced by the gracious threat of death should one fail to keep it. God meant them to be his people. So the Sabbath persisted through the centuries as a covenantal sign and grace for God’s people.


And what a grace it was. The compulsory rest of the Sabbath gave God’s people time to reflect on eternal things. Indeed, life was more than work. On that day their minds were drawn to the initial rest of God after the creation. As they gazed up to the stars, they saw “his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature” (Romans 1:20). As they rested they were also reminded that the Creator had redeemed them forever from slavery. They sometimes sang the song of Moses and Miriam, which catalogs their multiple deliverances (cf. Exodus 15). The Sabbath thus afforded them time to celebrate and worship God as Creator and Redeemer. The quietness of the Sabbath allowed them time to reflect on the Law. Its statutes became their delight and their counselors (cf. Psalm 119:24). The Sabbath was indeed a grace and a preeminent sign of the covenant.


Christ’s Rest


With the coming of Israel’s long-awaited Messiah, Jesus, the Creator-Redeemer completed his work of redemption on the cross and cried out, “It is finished” (John 19:30). It was only then that Jesus rested from his great work. His work on the cross created salvation and the possibility of entering his rest.


Present rest. Since the “seventh day” has no closing refrain—no “And there was evening and there was morning”—the seventh day has no end and is eternal. And this Sabbath rest is taken up in the New Testament and interpreted in the context of Jesus as one greater than Moses. The writer of Hebrews therefore speaks of “a Sabbath-rest for the people of God,” using Israel’s history to demonstrate that the rest can only be entered by faith (4:9; cf. vv. 1-11). And he warns, “For good news came to us just as to them, but the message they heard did not benefit them, because they were not united by faith with those who listened” (v. 2).


Mere intellectual belief will not bring rest to any soul. Acknowledging that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and Savior of the world will not bring rest. Trust in him is what gives rest to our souls. True faith is belief plus trust. When you truly trust in Christ as Savior, rest comes because the burden of your sins is lifted. You rest from your works. And because you are in Christ, you enter the Sabbath rest of God. You know that he is your Creator and Redeemer.


Everyone who has truly come to Christ has experienced that rest. All the impossible striving to gain salvation was then over. You rested in Christ, not in yourself. The burden of guilt was lifted. Your soul was light with rest.


And now as a believer the principle is: the more trust, the more rest. Our belief or unbelief makes all the difference. Few have lived as stressful a life as Hudson Taylor, founder of China Inland Mission. But Taylor lived in God’s rest, as his son so beautifully attests:


Day and night this was his secret, “just to roll the burden on the Lord.” Frequently those who were wakeful in the little house at Chinkiang might hear, at two or three in the morning, the soft refrain of Mr. Taylor’s favorite hymn [”Jesus, I Am Resting, Resting”]. He had learned that for him, only one life was possible—just that blessed life of resting and rejoicing in the Lord under all circumstances, while He dealt with the difficulties, inward and outward, great and small.10


It is possible to live a life as harried and busy as Hudson Taylor and yet be resting. Resting is trusting. Believer, you can have perpetual rest by resting in him.


The rest that the Scriptures offer is the rest that God entered when he finished creating the universe. The fact that in Genesis 2:2 there is no morning or evening means that the seventh day continues even now. God’s rest began with the completion of the cosmos and continues on and on—and therefore is available to all his children. The question is: Are you resting in the joy of what Christ is?


The character of God’s rest is the ideal of all rests.


First, it is joyous. Job 38:7 tells us that at creation, “the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy.” They were echoing the “very good” of the Creator. And they were, of course, voicing the joy that he carried into his Sabbath rest.


Second, his rest is satisfying. His eternal satisfaction is understood from his multiple assertions that creation was “good.” When he smote his anvil the final time, sparking his final star a million million million light-years away, and put his final luminous touch on the firefly, he sat back in everlasting satisfaction.


Third, it is a working rest. God finished his great work and rested, but it was not a cessation from work. Rather it was a repose that came from completing a great work. God’s repose is full of active toil. God rests, and in his rest he keeps working, even now.


Fellow Christians, God does not offer us just any rest. He offers us his rest—the repose of his soul—divine rest. It is cosmic in its origination, as old as creation. And as such, a continuing Sabbath is available to all. It is the ideal rest, for it comes from our perfect, almighty God.


There is a now and a then to our rest. Now, in Christ, we have entered and are entering our rest. Our experience of rest is proportionate to our trusting in him. A wholehearted trust brings his rest to our souls in all its divine, cosmic, and ideal dimensions, just as Hudson Taylor experienced.


But there is also a future rest in Heaven—the repose of soul in God’s rest, forever joyous, forever satisfied, and forever working. “‘Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Blessed indeed,’ says the Spirit, ‘that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!’” (Revelation 14:13).


Today Jesus—the Creator, Sustainer, and Goal of the universe, the Redeemer—says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:28-30).


Lord Sabaoth His name


From age to age the same.


Martin Luther


St. Augustine said, “Our hearts are restless ’til they find their rest in Thee.”11 He knew from experience that life apart from Christ is striving, that men and women will remain restless regardless of what they attain or obtain in this world. You will never find rest apart from redemption in Christ.


But when you come to him in faith as your Creator and Redeemer, you find a Sabbath rest for your soul—his own rest that he has enjoyed from creation. This same Jesus said, “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water’” (John 7:38). His Spirit will indwell you. You will find rest for your soul.


Will you come in faith, believing and trusting in him?
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East, in Eden


GENESIS 2:4–17
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GENESIS 2:4 BEGINS A NEW SECTION of the primeval history of the world. The six days of forming and then filling the earth had left a dazzling, complete creation under the benign rule of Adam and Eve. Upon the seventh day (the number of perfection), “God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.” And because there was no evening or morning that day, he still rests. Today his children partake of his “Sabbath rest” through faith (cf. Hebrews 4:1, 2, 9).


Some Introductory Thoughts


Yahweh-Elohim. Up to this point in the story, Moses has used only one designation for God, the name Elohim. And he has used it with studied care some thirty-five times (five times seven, the number of perfection). Elohim is the appropriate word for the majestic portrayal of God as Creator of the universe, signifying omnipotent deity. The thirty-five repeated use of this name is metered praise for the perfect creation of the perfect Creator.


But now at 2:4 (where chapter 2 should actually begin), the name for God switches to Yahweh-Elohim, “the LORD God” as our translations have it. Yahweh-Elohim is the dominant name from here to the end of chapter 4, which concludes this second section of the creation account. The reason for this is that Yahweh is the personal covenant name of God who relates to and redeems his people (cf. 15:7 and Exodus 3:14, 15). Significantly, the only place in chapters 2—4 that it is not used is 3:2-5, when the serpent and Eve consciously avoid the personal name of God as she is lured toward sin. Gordon Wenham, the eminent Genesis commentator, remarks, “The god they are talking about is malevolent, secretive, and concerned to restrict man: his character is so different from that of Yahweh Elohim that the narrative pointedly avoids the name in the dialogue.”1


Beautifully, Yahweh-Elohim combines the Creator and Covenant-Redeemer aspects of God into one magnificent name. Here, in the immediate context of the Sabbath, which for Israel became a day to celebrate God as Creator (cf. Exodus 20:11) and as Redeemer (cf. Deuteronomy 5:15), the name Yahweh-Elohim—“the LORD God”—proclaims both these realities. So for our own hearts, we must remember that whenever we come across the title “the LORD God” in Scripture, it signifies God our Creator and our Covenant-Redeemer. How utterly beautiful “the LORD God” is!


The appropriateness of this name to this section is everywhere apparent, because Genesis 2—4 focuses on man and woman’s relationship with God. We see it immediately in 2:4-17, which deals with man’s nature, position, and responsibility to God in creation.


Toledot. Another reason chapter 2 ought to begin at 2:4 is the telltale phrase “These are the generations [Hebrew, toledot] of the heavens and the earth,” which is used ten times in Genesis to introduce major divisions (cf. 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12, 19; 36:1 and 9 repeated for emphasis; and 37:2). “These are the generations” followed by the duplication here of the phrase from 1:1 (“the heavens and the earth”) informs us that we are about to read another narrative about creation. It is not a second creation account because it centers on a localized scene, moving from the cosmos to “a garden in Eden, in the east” (v. 8). Everything here happens in Eden.


We must also note that verse 4 is a unit and must not be divided. The verse is written in Hebrew chiastic parallelism (ABBA) which forbids separation:


A the heavens and the earth


B when they were created (bara)


B’ when the LORD God made (asa)


A’ the earth and the heavens.2


Verse 4 is an independent sentence, just like 1:1. Verses 5, 6 then describe the condition of the land when God formed the man (2:7).3


The earth. Verses 5, 6 describe the untended condition of the earth prior to man’s creation, “when no bush of the field was yet in the land and no small plant of the field had yet sprung up—for the LORD God had not caused it to rain on the land, and there was no man to work the ground, and a mist was going up from the land and was watering the whole face of the ground.” The ESV’s marginal reading, “spring” is to be preferred over “mist” and is the rendering of the ancient Septuagint and Vulgate as well as most modern translations.4 Thus the picture here is of subterranean springs rising up from the ground and watering the arid earth.


The noes in these verses tell us why the earth was untended: There was “no bush”—“no small plant”—no “rain”—and “no man to work the ground.” Significantly, day three of creation, which described the earth’s production of vegetation, did not include the Hebrew words for “bush” and “small plant.” This is because, as Cassuto explains, “These species did not exist, or were not found in the form known to us, until after Adam’s transgression, and it was in consequence of his fall that they came into the world or received their present form.”5 Thus bushes and small plants are post-fall phenomena that occurred when Adam began to tend the earth. Indeed, after the fall of Adam, the Lord told Adam regarding the land, “thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field” (3:18). “The plants of the field” were those that would grow under Adam’s cultivation. And the bushes? Cassuto equates them with weeds and explains again: “In areas, however, that were not tilled, the earth brought forth of its own accord, as a punishment to man, thorns and thistles—that . . . siah of the field that we see growing profusely to this day in the land of Israel after the rains.”6


The absence of rain is accounted for in verse 6: “and a mist [read “streams”] was going up from the land and was watering the whole face of the ground.” The mention of streams watering the earth is likely a reference to recurrent flooding of the Tigris and Euphrates. Without man to irrigate the land, the rising streams were useless.7 All this—the lack of rain and shrubs and plants—points to the untended condition of the earth.


Thus the essential missing element was man. The untended creation needed man to rule and subdue it.


Man’s Nature (v. 7)


Whereas the initial description of man’s creation is poetry in 1:27—“So God created man in his own image, / in the image of God he created him; / male and female he created them”—the account in chapter 2 is equally powerful prose.8 “The LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature” (v. 7).


Adam: God-formed. “The LORD God formed the man of dust from the ground.” The term “formed” indicates that the act of creation was by careful design. The same Hebrew word is used later in Genesis to indicate the “intention” of the thoughts of our heart (6:5). Here it conveys divine intentionality.9 God is the potter, so to speak, who perfectly works out his designs. Man is no afterthought, but rather the intentional product of the infinite mind that designed the atom and the cosmos. Infinite intention was focused on the creation of man.


At the same time man is of the earth, “dust” in fact. This is emphasized by a beautiful play on words: “The LORD God formed the man [ha adam] of dust from the ground [ha adama].”10 “The dust of earth” is in his very name. Calvin remarks here: “The body of Adam is formed of clay and destitute of sense; to the end that no one should exult beyond measure in his flesh. He must be excessively stupid who does not here learn humility.”11 Yes, Calvin! The truth is, though we are wonderfully conceived and formed by God, yet because of sin we will return to dust.


By the sweat of your face


you shall eat bread,


till you return to the ground,


for out of it you were taken;


for you are dust,


and to dust you shall return. (3:19; cf. Job 34:15)


Adam: God-breathed. “. . . and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” There is such intimacy here, as Kidner memorably explains: “Breathed is warmly personal, with the face-to-face intimacy of a kiss and the significance that this was an act of giving as well as making; and self-giving at that.”12 Furthermore, “breathed” (literally, “blew”) suggests a good puff, as one that would revive a fire (cf. Isaiah 54:16; Haggai 1:9).13 It is very much like what happened in Ezekiel’s vision of the dry bones when the reconstructed skeletons of the slain were brought to life by the inbreathing of the Spirit:


“Prophesy to the breath; prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live.” So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. (Ezekiel 37:9, 10)


Here the metaphor of shared “breath” suggests a correspondence between Adam and his Maker that was expressed in Genesis 1:27 in the language of “image.” This man of dust is in the image of God! Only he of all creation can hear the word of God. Under God, he is to rule creation itself.


Adam: a living being. “. . . and the man became a living creature.” Like the animals, he is a “living creature” (nepesh hayya), the same term used to describe the living creatures in 1:20, 24. He is of a similar makeup and draws his breath and life the same way. But God breathed life into him, making him unlike the animals. Man is immortal. He has immense capacities. He is responsible. And as such he has great potential for glory—and for disaster!


Man’s Position (vv. 8-14)


In Eden. God positioned Adam in Eden: “And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed” (v. 8). The designation “in Eden, in the east” is from the perspective of Moses, in the Sinai. So the garden was most probably in the area of Mesopotamia in modern Iraq. Eden, then, would be a geographical area in which the garden was placed. Eden itself was not the garden.


Verses 10-14 contain a digression about the garden that seems very clear in what it says but is nearly impossible to make any sense of. What is clear according to verse 10 is that a river rose from a subterranean source, perhaps as already described—“a mist [or river] was going up from the land” (v. 6). Eden’s abundant river then watered the garden and flowed out and then separated into the headwaters of four rivers: the Pishon, the Gihon, the Tigris, and the Euphrates.


Here is the insoluble problem: While the Tigris and Euphrates are identifiable with rivers today, the Pishon and Gihon are totally unknown. Efforts to equate them with other rivers in the area fail, and identifying them with man-made canals in the area is impossibly anachronistic.


The mystery of the garden has invited incredible fancies. When Christopher Columbus passed the mouth of the Orinoco River in South America, he surmised that its waters came down from the garden of Eden. Of course, he thought he was on the east coast of Asia.14


Nineteenth-century author W. F. Warren outdid everyone by locating Eden at the North Pole! He contended, “In northern Greenland and in Spitsbergen abundant remains of fossil plants show that during the middle of the Tertiary period the whole circumpolar region manifested a climate similar to that occurring at present in southern Europe.”15


But the most exotic assertion came from the great British General Charles George Gordon, who fought in the Crimean War and then in China where his exploits earned him the popular title “Chinese Gordon.” Later he served as governor of Sudan, and he died defending Khartoum in 1885. Gordon was also a devout student of the Bible. His answer? The Garden of Eden was located on one of the one hundred beautiful islands in the Indian Ocean that make up the Seychelles. Specifically, he pinpointed the location of the garden in the valley of Mai on Praslin Island. As one British officer quipped, “Whether Chinese Gordon was right or wrong, you must admit that Eden should have been there.”16


Responsible guessers place it in Mesopotamia near the head of the Persian Gulf.17 But it was so long ago, we cannot be sure. We must allow for topographical change like what might have come from the great flood.


In paradise. What is sure is that “in Eden, in the east,” Adam was in paradise! The presence of a great river flowing from Eden is indicative of the life-giving presence of God (cf. Psalm 46:4 and Ezekiel 47:1-12). Later in Genesis it is called “the garden of the LORD” (13:10). God’s presence was concomitant with the garden.


The common Hebrew meaning of Eden is “delight,” and “the sound play of ‘Eden’ suggests even by its name that the garden was luxuriant.”18 Verdant, luscious trees were the signature of the garden. “And out of the ground the LORD God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food” (v. 9a). Such extravagance for the eye and for the body.


Naked Adam lacked nothing. He was made in the image of God. God had kissed life into him. He was perfect. He was the human sovereign of creation. He had the blessing of God and the unparalleled presence of God. Adam “speaks and walks with God as if they belong to one another,” writes Bonhoeffer.19 Paradise it was.


Man’s Responsibility (vv. 9b, 15-17)


His incredible position did bring with it singular responsibility.


The two trees. The last half of verse 9 introduces this: “The tree of life was in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” The two trees stood side by side in the very center of the garden. And through those two trees the destiny of man would be decided.


Life was at the center of the garden, and eating fruit from “the tree of life” would result in continued life. After the fall Adam was excluded from the garden “lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever” (3:22b). But at the consummation the tree will appear again: “To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God” (Revelation 2:7; cf. 22:2, 14, 19). The tree of life gives life—and grows in eternity. Adam was not tempted to partake of the tree of life because he had life.


The commandment. Adam’s responsibility was made clear by the commandment of God himself: “The LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, 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’” (vv. 15-17). The verb “put,” which describes God’s placing Adam in the garden, carries the nuance of rest and suggests a connection to God’s Sabbath rest.20 His tending the garden and caring for it was an act of rest.


God’s word to him was first permissive: “And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, ‘You may surely eat of every tree of the garden’” (v. 16). Adam was to partake of everything in the garden to his heart’s content, which included the tree of life. This is lavish, extravagant abundance, and Adam could take from the tree of life if he wanted it. Everything was there for him—everything he could possibly want.


But God’s permission was paired with his prohibition: “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” (v. 17). To disobey and eat from this tree would bring sure death.


Here we must note that this passage does not suggest that Adam was immortal and that, had he not sinned, he would live forever in the garden. There is a difference between man’s creation when he received life by God’s inbreathing (2:7) and the perpetuation of that life by appropriating from the tree of life (cf. 3:22). Adam was not intrinsically immortal. Only God is immortal (1 Timothy 6:16). John Calvin explains this, saying of Adam, “His earthly life truly would have been temporal; yet he would have passed into heaven without death, and without injury.”21 Perhaps the translation of Enoch, who “was taken up so that he should not see death” (Hebrews 11:5), shows what God would have done with Adam.


So what was the temptation for Adam in light of the “every tree” abundance of the garden and the “surely die” threat of the forbidden tree? Simply this: The temptation to eat from “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” was to seek wisdom without reference to the word of God. It was an act of moral autonomy—deciding what is right without reference to God’s revealed will. This is confirmed by Ezekiel 28 (the closest parallel to Genesis 2—3), which tells how the King of Tyre was expelled from Eden for his pride and for claiming that his heart was “like the heart of a god” (cf. 28:6, 15-17).22 Adam and Eve desired wisdom, but they sought it outside of the word and will of God. They usurped God’s role in determining what is right and wrong. So here we get to the very heart of original sin. It was to sidestep God and his word and will in order to become wise. Moral autonomy brings death. “I did it my way” is an autonomous dirge of death.


In contrast Jesus, the second Adam, lived by “by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” Jesus lived every second of his life in radical dependence on God’s word (cf. Matthew 4:4). He believed the bare word of God. But the first Adam decided to be autonomous, to willfully disregard God’s revealed will and seek wisdom on his own. And Adam did obtain “the knowledge of good and evil,” but it killed him—because he got his wisdom his way.


And so it is with us. What we do with the word of God is everything. Imagine for a moment you do not know how this is going to end. Adam has the whole garden before him. He could have partaken of the tree of life and all that it promised! But he decided to seek wisdom from the tree of knowledge, apart from God’s word and God’s will. And in doing so he died.


And that is the great temptation for all of us today—to establish our wisdom apart from God’s word. This is intensified by postmodernism, which centers authority in the autonomous self. As fallen men and women, our only hope is to trust in the bare word of God.


And the choice remains—the tree of life or the tree of knowledge of good and evil. We know how the story ends. But the great question is, how does our story end?


Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God (Deuteronomy 8:3; Matthew 4:4). Let us believe the bare word of God.
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Man and Woman


GENESIS 2:18–25


[image: image]


I HAVE COMMITTED A LINE from the Merchant of Venice to memory because it expresses my regard for my wife.


For she is wise, if I can judge of her,


And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true,


And true she is, as she hath prov’d herself,


And therefore, like herself, wise, fair, and true,


Shall she be placed in my constant soul.


II.VI


Not only does this express my esteem for her—it also expresses my resolve to place her at the heart of my life—in “my constant soul”—as my Eve, my one flesh, consonant with the Genesis pattern for man and woman.


This text, which recounts the divine provision of a helper for Adam and of the two becoming “one flesh,” is the deep well from which is drawn all biblical teaching on the covenant of marriage. As with everything else thus far in Genesis, all of it is from God. Divine initiative is at the root of everything, as we see in the God-initiated verbs: “The LORD God said” (v. 18), “the LORD God formed” (v. 19), “the LORD God caused” (v. 21), and “the LORD God . . . made” (v. 22, emphasis added throughout). In each case the Lord God, Yahweh-Elohim, the Creator, the covenant-making God, takes the initiative to shape man and woman and their relationship. Everything here is directly from him. The instruction here is primary and vital to all human existence.


Man Needs Woman (Adam’s Need) (vv. 18-20)


The six joyous refrains (“And God saw that it was good”), capped by the satisfied perfection of the seventh refrain (“and it was very good”), leaves the first-time reader unprepared for the “not good” of this section: “Then the LORD God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone’” (v. 18a). This startles us. Professor Cassuto points out that “not good” here is strong language. It indicates not only the absence of something good but a substantial deficiency.1


The observation and declaration of Adam’s need is all God’s. God did not consult Adam. Indeed, Adam may not have had any idea that it was “not good” for him to be alone. He may not even have known that he was alone! Remember, he was in Eden with every bountiful provision his heart could desire, including a whole zoo of pets that adored him as their ruler. God was not responding to a complaint by Adam. “Not good” was God’s sovereign, unilateral assessment. Perhaps since God is a plurality and Adam was created in his image, the image demanded plurality (cf. 1:27).2


God’s resolve. Whatever the exact reasons for man’s aloneness being “not good,” God’s sovereign, unilateral resolve was unequivocal: “I will make him a helper fit for him” (v. 18b). Lest any imagine that “helper” is a diminishing or servile term, it must be understood that it is the name used to describe God as the helper of Israel (cf. Exodus 18:4; Deuteronomy 33:7; 1 Samuel 7:12). Often “helper” was used to reference God’s aid against Israel’s enemies (cf. Psalm 20:2; 121:1, 2; 124:8). Moses referred to God as his “helper” who delivered him from Pharaoh (cf. Exodus 18:4). So man’s “helper” would be no “weak sister” by any stretch of a misogynist’s imagination.


The function of the helper would be complementary to the man’s—“a helper fit for him”—literally, “like opposite him”3 or “according to his opposite.”4 The woman would be a corresponding counterpart. As a counterpart she would share in his nature. Male and female were created in the image of God (cf. 1:27). And as his matching opposite, she would supply what was lacking in him.


So God declared that help was on the way from one who would be both like and unlike the man—one whose corresponding differences would make man complete for what God intended him to do. This is why the Apostle Paul would say that the man was not made for the woman “but woman for man” (1 Corinthians 11:9). The woman would make it possible for man to do what he could never do alone. And likewise for the woman.5 Something “very good” would fill man’s aloneness.


Adam’s awareness. To prepare the needy bachelor, God initiated an awareness program.


So out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all livestock and to the birds of the heavens and to every beast of the field. But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him. (vv. 19, 20)


The considerable menagerie was likely drawn from Eden rather than from the entire earth. Even so, the process would have been daunting. And whereas before God had been the namer of creation, conferring the names “Day” and “Night” and “Earth” as an indication of his sovereignty over creation, now Adam performed the sovereign naming function.


The process challenged Adam’s intellectual capacities. Naming demanded acquaintance and understanding of the animals. It was not a whimsical process of reviewing a ten-mile pet parade and saying, “Um, let’s see . . . I’ve got it! Aardvark! Ah . . . Chimpanzee. Oh yes, Zebra. There, you’re Pelican. I like that.”


A wonderful bird is the Pelican,


His bill will hold more than his belican.


Dixon Lanier Merritt


No, Adam ­wasn’t Dr. Doolittle on amphetamines. The classic work of Keil and Delitzsch points out that we must not regard the names that Adam gave the animals as merely denoting their outward characteristics, “but as a deep and direct insight into the nature of the animals,”6 which penetrated far deeper than knowledge that comes from simple reflection.


As Adam fulfilled his kingly responsibility of interpreting the animals for what they were and giving them appropriate names, his differentiating power became acute. He saw there was none that corresponded to him. In the process he also realized that many of the animals had a social companionship that he lacked. So Adam began to long for companionship with a being like himself. It is reasonable to surmise that the man began to ache for a corresponding other. God was preparing him to value his helper.


God Makes Woman (God’s Supply) (vv. 21-23)


Woman created. Adam was ready. The five short clauses of verses 21, 22 describe Yahweh-Elohim’s work: “So the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.” A deep or heavy sleep like that of Adam is often divinely induced in Scripture. Such was Abraham’s slumber when God made the Abrahamic covenant, passing between the pieces of the sacrifice as “a smoking firepot and a flaming torch” (Genesis 15:12-19). Jonah apparently experienced a similarly induced sleep (cf. Jonah 1:1-5). Von Rad gives the implications: “God’s miraculous creating permits no watching. Man cannot perceive God ‘in the act,’ cannot observe his miracles in their genesis; he can revere God’s creative activity only as an actually accomplished fact.”7


The rib is not metaphorical as some have suggested8 but actual—and for immense theological reasons, as we shall see. As to whether the rib refers to the side (as it does in other Scriptures) or a specific rib is open to debate. But “rib” seems correct here because the Scripture clearly states that God took “one of his ribs,” whereas one of his sides does not make sense. The language pictures a long, curved, glistening rib still moist with Adam’s fluids and warm with his marrow. And no, men do not have one less rib than women. When God closed Adam back up, he was missing a rib, but his children can “count ’em all.”


The significances of this are several and profound. Adam was not created ex nihilo (out of nothing) but out of the dust of the earth, and neither was Eve made ex nihilo. “The rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made [literally, “built”] into a woman” (v. 22a.). She was made of the same stuff as the man—the same bone, the same flesh, the same DNA. Her correspondence in form, her femaleness, her estrogens were shaped and constituted from the man. Eve was the first person to be created from a living being. Because she came from Adam, she perfectly shared the image of God. Their mutual flesh lies behind 1:27: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.”


The woman’s creation out of Adam is the basis for her equality. As the Puritan Matthew Henry quaintly coined it: “not made out of his head to top him, not out of his feet to be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal with him, under his arm to be protected, and near his heart to be beloved.”9 So here it is: Eve was taken out of Adam so that he might embrace with great love a part of himself.


The fifth clause, which is the last line of verse 22, completes the Lord God’s work: He “brought her to the man.” “God himself, like a father of the bride, leads the woman to the man” (Von Rad).10


The woman was stunning. She was the prototype of all women fresh from the well of creation. Every aspect of her was perfect. She was perfect in body and perfect in soul. She was perfectly sinless. And as she stood on the arm (so to speak) of her Father God, she was there for Adam to see.


Adam’s response. Remember now, Adam had been acquainted with his need. His powers of discernment had been elevated by his close evaluation of God’s creatures. So Adam’s response was a shout of ecstasy:


Then the man said,


“This at last is bone of my bones


and flesh of my flesh;


she shall be called Woman,


because she was taken out of Man.” (v. 23)


Adam’s rapturous cries are the first human words quoted in the Bible.


This is also the first poetic couplet in God’s Word (the first poem was in 1:27). Gordon Wenham points out that the five short lines of this poem employ the standard techniques of Hebrew poetry: “parallelism (lines 2-3; 4-5), assonance and word play (woman/man); chiasmus (ABC/C’B’A’) and verbal repetition.”11


The couplet has a pronounced rhythmic pattern. The first line consists (in Hebrew) of three parts with two stresses each:


Then the man said,


“This at last is bone of my bones


and flesh of my flesh.”


The second line has two parts of three stresses each:


She shall be called Woman,


because she was taken out of Man.


And more, the rhythm belongs to the very form of the cry. The first verse’s two-beat rhythm comes from Adam’s explosive surprise, while the second verse’s three-beat rhythm gives the thought solemnity.12


Adam’s explosive astonishment, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh,” voiced the traditional kinship formula of Israel. Whereas English speaks of “blood” relationships, Hebrew speaks of “flesh and bone.” He saw her as a mirror of himself, with some very agreeable differences! Calvin beautifully puts words into Adam’s mouth: “Now at length I have obtained a suitable companion, who is part of the substance of my flesh, and in whom I behold, as it were, another self.”13 Such astonished ecstasy! He had found his companion and his longed-for love. He was no longer alone.


Because God had honed Adam’s naming powers, the man spontaneously declared, “She shall be called Woman [isha], because she was taken out of Man [ish].” The sound play celebrates their relationship. Adam restated his own name imbedded in hers. Adam anticipated the deepest intimacy.


Marriage Ordained (vv. 24, 25)


Adam’s joyous shout echoes down to the present day, proclaiming the joy and intimacy of marriage. Here in the text Adam’s voice subsides, and the voice of Moses concludes, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh” (v. 24). Moses’ words were divine revelation, and Jesus himself would quote them as the very Word of God (cf. Matthew 19:5). These words, this Word of God, became the deep well for the Bible’s teaching on marriage and family.


Leave. Neither before Moses nor after Moses was it ever the custom for a man to leave his father and mother when he took a wife. It just was not done. In fact, the custom was for a man to marry and remain in his father’s household, as did Jacob’s sons who remained with him though they founded their own families and fortunes. Rather, custom called for the wife to join the family of her husband. So Moses’ declaration, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother” must be understood relatively and as a prescription for the loyalty and intimacy that a man must give his wife—he must “leave” his family. The union with his wife is so profound that he leaves his family even though he remains with them. His first obligation and loyalties are to his wife.


So many marriages fail today at precisely this point: Husbands and wives fail to leave their parents. First loyalties are not established. The creation norm is ignored—and marriage perverted. Any man or woman who believes that first loyalties belong to their parents believes a perversion.


Cleave. The following requirement, “and hold fast to his wife” has been made much too tame in our translation. The exact sense is, “and sticks to his wife,” even as Israel was repeatedly urged to stick to the Lord in covenantal relationship (cf. Deuteronomy 10:20; 11:22; 13:4).


The term “leave” (“stick”) here indicates that marriage is to be viewed as a covenant.14 Leaving and cleaving involves a public declaration in the sight of God. Marriage is not a private matter. It involves a declaration of intention and a reorganizing of relationship. The idea of a purely private marriage is a recent aberration spawned by the culture of individualism and the demise of community. Christian marriage calls for a public covenant before God, the church, the family, and the state.15


It is of utmost importance that we understand and hold before us that what is taught about man and woman and marriage here was given at and rooted in the very act of creation. The creation of Eve and the command to leave and cleave occurred on the sixth day as the culmination of the creation process. This is radically primary to creation and civilization. Jesus himself called on this passage to establish the fact that marriage is an ordinance of God,


He answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” (Matthew 19:4-6)


Likewise Paul made it foundational to marriage: “‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:31, 32). Human marriage illustrates something of the union between Christ and his people. “One flesh” expresses deepest intimacy. Everything is shared. And this is so between Christ and the church. That is why a marriage that rises to the creational intention is so important. It is a human window into how Christ and his bride relate. This makes the quality of our marriages of great importance. To abuse marriage is to abuse Christ and the church!


Now the obvious thing must be stated: Monogamous heterosexual marriage was always viewed as the norm from the time of creation. The account is about Adam and Eve; there is no Adam and Steve! Legislators who would legitimize same-sex marriage, giving it the putative status of heterosexual marriage, are attacking a creation ordinance and are reproaching God himself. What unmitigated Dante’s terror awaits such presumption. God will not be mocked!


For Adam and Eve, sexuality and God were all a part of the same fabric. God defined humanity, sex, and love—and elevated them all. But this is not so in our reductionist age. Men and women have become sexual users and consumers rather than participants in a holy union with God at the center. Love without God has reduced love to an inner feeling. When love becomes a feeling, anything goes. Extramarital sex and multiple partners is the outcome—even same-sex marriages. And why not if our feelings are autonomous and imperial?


But how lovely it all is with God at the center and his primeval instruction the rule and guide. Adam and Eve were truly in paradise. Fellowship with God was as natural as breathing. They lived in one-flesh harmony. She was placed in his constant soul, and he in hers.


At the end of the sixth day Yahweh-Elohim’s “not good” became “very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day” (1:31).


When God’s word informs your life and love—when God is your center—it is very good.
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Paradise Lost: The Fall


GENESIS 2:25—3:7


[image: image]


AS WE COME TO THE THIRD CHAPTER OF GENESIS, Adam and Eve are living in unparalleled splendor amidst the crystal waters and green forests of Eden in delightful concert with each other and with the animals God had placed in the garden. The magnificent couple shared the same bones and same flesh in naked majesty. She was at once his daughter (she came out of him), his sister (she had the same Creator-Father), and his “one flesh” wife. Their one-flesh relationship reflected the eternal intimacy and order of the Holy Trinity and foreshadowed the intimacy and order of Christ and his bride, the church (cf. Ephesians 5:31, 32). Their intimacy was a substantial glory to God as a reflection of what always was and a glimpse of what was to come.


Adam’s authority in the order of the husband-and-wife relationship was part of creation before sin and the fall entered the picture. This is evident because: 1) Adam was created first, a fact that Paul makes central in his argument for maintaining creation order in 1 Timothy 2:13—“For Adam was formed first, then Eve.”1 2) Eve was taken out of man, which Paul likewise notes in a similar argument in 1 Corinthians 11:8, 9—“For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for woman, but woman for man.” 3) Eve was designated Adam’s “helper” (2:18), whereas this could not be said of Adam. And 4) the authority structure of Genesis 2—3 rests on the careful order of God, the man, the woman, and the animal (serpent). This, of course, was tragically reversed by the fall, as Kenneth Mathews points out: “The woman listens to the serpent, the man listens to the woman, and no one listens to God.”2 This usurping of authority will be addressed immediately after the fall in God’s successive judgment speeches to the serpent, to the woman, and to the man.


But now, before the fall, Adam and Eve have listened only to God. The sinless pair ride the pinnacle of innocence and openness. “And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” (2:25). They were spiritually naked before God. God came first in their love and in their thoughts, “and that without painful effort” (C. S. Lewis).3 There was no need for disciplined devotion. All of life was devotion. Loving God was as natural as breathing, and as effortless!


Domestically, they were naked with one another. Clothing had never occurred to them. There was nothing to hide or protect. The gravitational pull of self did not exist. Neither one was the center of his or her own life. God and each other were their centers. They were, in today’s parlance, “other-directed.” All that they were was simply there for the other to see and love. Eve was placed in Adam’s “constant soul” (Merchant of Venice), and he in hers. They were both naked in their environment—ecologically at home in the garden and with its denizens.


Here at the pinnacle in 2:25 we should note that 2:25 and 3:7 enclose a unit, because both focus on the couple’s nakedness, but in radical contrast. Whereas 2:25 pictures Adam and Eve at the pinnacle of innocence and intimacy, 3:7 describes them in the pit of guilt and estrangement. This section describes the first couple’s descent from innocence to guilt. It is real history.4 But as primal history, it describes what has happened countless times down through the ages. It is universal. And wise people will listen well.


The Dialogue of Descent (vv. 1-5)


Verses 1-5 describe the dialogue that leads to the descent of Adam and Eve, and verses 6, 7 describe the couple’s actual descent into the pit. The surprise here is that the initiator of the dialogue is a talking snake! And more, it is not a bad snake—because everything that God created he called “good.” Neither is it a good snake gone bad. Sin had made no entrance into the world at this point. Its description as “crafty” (or “shrewd”) does not imply evil. The word has the idea of being wary and of knowing when dangers lurk.5 The Scriptures encourage the naive and simple to cultivate such an attitude (cf. Proverbs 1:4), but if it is misused it becomes guile (cf. Job 5:12; 15:5; Exodus 21:14; Joshua 9:4).6


This is a snake, a naturally shrewd creature, under the control of Satan—and a natural tool. The New Testament identifies this serpent as the devil, referring back to this scene in paradise (cf. Revelation 12:9; 20:2).7 The snake’s designation as “more crafty than any other beast of the field that the LORD God had made” may suggest that it was not a common part of the garden’s pet population and may also explain why Eve was not put off by its talking.


God’s word attacked. Did the snake suddenly drop from a tree Tumbling in twenty rings / Into the grass (Eve, Ralph Hodgson)? Did the serpent extend itself upright so that it could address Eve forked tongue to tongue—“Good morning, fair lady. Mind if I recoil here awhile?” Did it hiss or lisp its words or speak with a voice like Eve’s husband? We do not know. But we do know that through its voice Satan attacked God’s word.


Here we must remember that God’s word was responsible for everything Eve enjoyed—day and night, the sun and the moon, the dappled blue of the sky, the exotica of the garden, the flowers, the singing rainbows of birds, the adoring creatures, her Adam—all came from God’s good word, which Satan now attacked. It would seem that Satan’s attack would not have a chance. But appearances are sometimes deceiving.


The serpent’s question. The serpent opened the dialogue with a surprised, incredulous tone. “He said to the woman, ‘Did God actually say, “You shall not eat of any tree in the garden”?’” (v. 1b). Satan was so subtle. He did not directly deny God’s word, but he introduced the assumption that God’s word is subject to our judgment.8 Such a thought had never been verbalized before. It was enticing.


The serpent also carefully avoided the use of God’s covenant name, “the Lord” (Yahweh). In chapter 1 Elohim (signifying God as Creator) was used in every instance to refer to God, but in chapters 2—4 the title Yahweh-Elohim is everywhere employed (combining his Creator and Covenant-Redeemer names)—everywhere except here in the deadly dialogue of 3:1-5. Satan was careful not to mention God’s personal covenant name but stuck to Elohim, the more remote designation. Ominously, Eve followed his lead as she too only used Elohim in their dialogue.


Satan’s incredulous tone and conscious disuse of God’s personal name set up his studied distortion of God’s word. Whereas in 2:16 the Lord God had generously commanded, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden,” Satan now asks, “Did God [Elohim] actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” (emphasis added). That was a complete distortion and travesty of God’s word. God’s generosity was perverted by Satan’s question to suggest divine stinginess!


Satan’s approach was so subtle that Eve did not suspect that God’s word was being attacked. It was just an “innocent question.” But a seed of doubt about God’s word had been planted in Eve’s heart that would bear immediate fruit.


Eve’s revisions. The snake’s distorted question provided Eve with a memorable chance to set the serpent straight. But our mother failed. Instead, as Moses carefully records, she descended to her own revisions of God’s word in three sad instances in which she first diminished God’s word, then added to his word, and then softened his word.9


God had said in 2:16, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden” (italics added), but now Eve leaves out the “every,” simply saying, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden” (3:2). Thus she minimized the provision of the Lord. Her inexact, unenthusiastic rendition of God’s word discounted his generosity. She was in tacit agreement with the serpent. Something bad was happening in her heart.


Eve’s subtle shift in heart was further revealed in her telltale addition to God’s word: “But God [Elohim] said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it’” (v. 3a, italics added). God never said, “neither shall you touch it”! Eve magnified God’s strictness—“Just touch the tree, and zap!—you’re dead!” Her comment suggested that God is so harsh that an inadvertent slip would bring death.


This is so typical of us sons and daughters of Eve. A father says to his young daughter, “You and your friend Katie have been too noisy—so Katie will have to go home.” Then his daughter runs to her mother crying, “Daddy says I can’t ever have Katie over again!” The boss calls in an employee who’s been late several times and says, “I think this is something you need to give attention to. It’s important.” The employee walks out of the office and says to his coworkers, “You know what that stuffed shirt said? If I’m late again, I’m fired!” When we don’t like a prohibition or a warning, we magnify its strictness. The suggestion that our superior is unjust mitigates our culpability. And if we do not perform, we may imagine that we have a morally superior way out.


We must beware, lest we begin to think that God’s word is unreasonable or too requiring. Do we find ourselves overstating Scripture’s call to purity as “unrealistic”? Have we represented the Bible’s teaching on forgiveness as impracticable? If so, we need to take a step back and a deep breath—and pray.


Lastly, Eve paradoxically softened God’s word by merely saying, “lest you die.” She left out the word “surely” (2:17). The certitude of death was removed. So in the extended sentence that makes up verses 2, 3, Eve, in a breath, at once diminished, added to, and softened God’s word. Her revisionist approach to the holy word of God put her in harm’s way. And it likewise does so today.


Satan’s contradiction. It also emboldened the snake’s blasphemous contradiction: “But the serpent said to the woman, ‘You will not surely die’” (v. 4). This is an in-your-face to God. The Hebrew places the word lo (“not”) in front of God’s declaration: “not—you shall surely die.”10 “Take that, God!” It is the serpent’s word versus God’s word—an absurd juxtaposition.


Note, too, that the doctrine of divine judgment is the very first doctrine to be denied. Satan attacked it from the beginning. Modern culture’s loathing for the doctrine comes from the fact that this is the devil’s world, the cosmos diabolicus. Satan is “the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2). Nevertheless, divine judgment has fallen and will fall as surely as it did for Adam and Eve.


The pathology of this dialogue of descent is so clear: Satan offers a question based on the perversion of God’s word. Eve then begins to question it herself, as is evidenced by her revisions of God’s word. And then Satan is free to declare God’s word as wrong. He who has ears to hear, let him hear!


Eve should have recoiled in horror and run screaming—a buff streak through the garden to Adam. And Adam should have stepped forth to uphold the good word of God. But Eve was “buying it.” She remained entranced before the serpent, flushed with excitement. Anticipation consumed her.


God’s goodness attacked. Encouraged by Eve’s revisions, Satan went after God himself, attacking his goodness: “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (v. 5).


God was cast in an ugly light. According to the serpent, the threat of death was nothing more than a scare tactic to keep Adam and Eve in their place. God was repressive, and obviously jealous that they might ascend too high. What an incredible attack in light of the fact that the thousand “goods” of creation, not to mention the gift of each other and their rulership of the earth as well, came from God. Such a blatant slur on God’s character! But Eve was believing it. If you are going to lie, it might as well be a big one, big enough to totally reinterpret life. This was big. It would alter life forever.


The lie bore the lure of divinity for Eve—“you will be like God.” Sin has an intrinsic spiritual lure. It holds a seemingly golden promise. I remember as a young high school boy sitting in front of my locker tying my shoes slowly as I listened to the older boys describe their backseat exploits. Its lure was the gnostic promise of elevation to the elite realms of another world, which God’s word withheld, I thought. But it was actually the lure of Hell. If you are in the thrall of sin, you will see God’s prohibitions as barriers for the “strong” to climb. If Eve would just stretch forth her lovely hand and resolutely take the fruit, divinity would be hers.


The lie also held out the lure of moral autonomy—“you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” By taking the fruit she would become wise. Equal with God, she would autonomously decide what was right and wrong. How intoxicating! She would make the rules. She would do it her way. That promise still intoxicates. A funeral director told me that among the unbelieving population Frank Sinatra’s “My Way” is in first place as a funeral favorite:


And more, much more than this,


I did it my way.


Another funeral director confirmed this, saying that he witnessed the very nadir when “My Way” was used as the musical motif for a funeral Communion. But the truth is, “My Way” is the dirge of death, marking the implosion of the autonomous self. But what deadly magnetism it carries.


The Descent (vv. 6, 7)


During the dialogue of descent Satan attacked God’s word and then God’s goodness. And Eve had stood still for it. She was at the abyss.


Eve’s descent. The serpent now departs from our view. Eve is alone. Moses provides a brilliant picture of Eve’s descent in verse 6, in which there is no dialogue—only Eve’s thoughts. She saw that “the tree was good for food” (physically appealing) and “a delight to the eyes” (aesthetically appealing) and “to be desired to make one wise” (this is the great enticement—wisdom apart from God’s word). The prospect of God-like moral autonomy drew her ineluctably.


God’s command seemed insubstantial. She could see no reason not to eat. So “she took of its fruit and ate.” Moses expresses no shock here. “On the contrary,” says Von Rad, “the unthinkable and terrible is described as simply and unsensationally as possible.”11 From the human perspective, it is all so natural and undramatic. But it was cosmic and eternal.


Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat


Sighing through all her works, gave signs of woe


That all was lost.


John Milton 
Paradise Lost, Book IX, II, 784


Adam’s descent. With Eve’s sin, the narrative quickens with a rapid sequence of verbs—“she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate” (v. 6b).


Here is a shocker: Adam was apparently privy to the conversation between Eve and the snake! The text says that he was “with her” (though that in itself does not prove he was with her during the temptation). What is decisive is that during the temptation in verses 1-5 Satan addressed Eve with the plural “you,” which implies Adam’s presence.12 Adam passively watched everything.


And Adam was not deceived by the snake. He’d had his powers of discernment honed by the naming of the animals, a rigorous intellectual process that probed the essence of each animal. Adam was no ignorant rustic as we patronizing moderns like to imagine. “His mental powers,” surmised St. Augustine, “surpassed those of the most brilliant philosopher as much as the speed of the bird surpasses the tortoise.”13 Milton insisted that Adam had insight into the mysteries of the soul.14 The Apostle Paul was insistent that “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived” (1 Timothy 2:14; cf. Romans 5:12, 17-19).


Adam sinned willfully, eyes wide-open, without hesitation. His sin was freighted with sinful self-interest. He had watched Eve take the fruit, and nothing happened to her. He sinned willfully, assuming there would be no consequences. Everything was upside-down. Eve followed the snake, Adam followed Eve, and no one followed God. The result was seismic:


Earth trembled from her entrails, as again


In pangs, and Nature gave a second groan;


Sky loured, and muttering thunder, some sad drops


Wept at completing of the mortal sin


Original. . . .


John Milton 
Paradise Lost, Book IX, II, 782-784


The pit! Adam and Eve had fallen from the pinnacle of innocence and intimacy into the pit of guilt and estrangement: “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths” (v. 7). What Satan had told them was true—half true. They did not die that day, as they supposed they might. Indeed Adam lived another 930 years. Yet they did die. Their constant communion with God underwent death. They would go to earthly graves. They would need a Savior. Their eyes were opened—grotesquely. They got the knowledge they sought, but they got it the wrong way. They saw evil. And they saw themselves. They realized they were naked and desperately sought to cover themselves. Their innocence evaporated. Guilt and fear gripped their hearts. Now they would have to labor to love God and each other.


The New Testament encourages us not to be unaware of Satan’s schemes (cf. 2 Corinthians 2:11). And Genesis is packed with primary wisdom in this regard. From Eve and Adam’s sin we learn that sin takes hold when we begin to doubt God’s word and God’s goodness.


Growing doubt about God’s word naturally spawns biblical revisionism, both conscious and unconscious. We tend to minimize Scripture’s great promises by our less than enthusiastic rehearsal of their benefits. We discount God’s largesse to us. Our colorless renditions of God’s glorious promises blanches their polychrome wonders to a dull monochrome “Ho hum . . .” Thus we feel justified in ignoring his word.


We not only minimize his word, but we exaggerate what we do not like by adding to his word. His commands become absurd caricatures that no one can be expected to obey. And we count ourselves off the hook. Then our minimizing and adding to his word leaves us free to subtract from his word. The Scripture’s teaching on sensuality is said to be culturally bound and unrealistic for today’s urbane man and woman. And thus it is jettisoned. The same is done with the Bible’s teaching on materialism and business ethics. Ultimately such minimizing, adding, and subtracting leaves us without the word—and free-falling into temptation.


The free fall is enhanced by doubts about God’s goodness. “How can God be good and not give me the person or thing or position or experience that I deem essential to my happiness? God is keeping me from being all I can be.” When we doubt both God’s word and his goodness, the ground is coming up fast!


Moses, who gave us this account, was ever so passionate about the necessity of God’s people being people of God’s word. In Deuteronomy, his fifth and final book of the Pentateuch, in the chapter following the giving of the Ten Commandments (sometimes called the Ten Words), Moses eloquently called his people to put God’s word at the center of their existence:


And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (6:6-9; cf. vv. 14-25)


Then at the end of Deuteronomy, after Moses had completed his writing of the Torah and placed it beside the Ark of the Covenant, he sang his final song, ending with these words: “Take to heart all the words by which I am warning you today, that you may command them to your children, that they may be careful to do all the words of this law. For it is no empty word for you, but your very life” (32:46, 47a).


This “your very life” attitude became the standard for all the Old Testament. The Psalter opens with a call to make the word central: “Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he meditates day and night” (Psalm 1:1, 2). The 176 verses of Psalm 119 were divided into twenty-two parts in an acrostic poem based on the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, from aleph to tau—saying in effect that God’s word is “everything from A to Z!” The final chapter of Isaiah records, “This is the one to whom I will look: he who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my word” (66:2b). God’s word was the life of God’s people.


When we come to the New Testament, Jesus, the second Adam, is the man of the Word par excellence. When Jesus was tempted, he, unlike the first Adam, threw himself on God’s Word, defeating Satan with three deft quotations from Deuteronomy. Astounding! The eternal Word of God resisted temptation by turning to the written Word of God.


Principal among the Scriptures that Jesus quoted to Satan was Deuteronomy 8:3—“‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God’” (Matthew 4:4). Jesus said that the Word must be our food.


Moses, the earthly savior of Israel who delivered them from slavery in Egypt, said the word of God is our life. Jesus the eternal Savior said it must be our food. The Word must be our life and food.


This same Jesus, the second Adam, through massive dependence on God’s Word, triumphed over the tempter, living a perfect life, and died victoriously with the cry, “It is finished!” Jesus rested everything on God’s good word and on the good God of the Word.









8


Paradise Lost: The Confrontation


GENESIS 3:8–13


[image: image]


DIETRICH BONHOEFFER DESCRIBES in his little book Temptation how temptation works:


With irresistible power desire seizes mastery over the flesh. . . . It makes no difference whether it is sexual desire, or ambition, or vanity, or desire for revenge, or love of fame and power, or greed for money. . . . Joy in God is . . . extinguished in us and we seek all our joy in the creature. At this moment God is quite unreal to us, he loses all reality, and only desire for the creature is real. . . . Satan does not here fill us with hatred of God, but with forgetfulness of God. . . . The lust thus aroused envelops the mind and will of man in deepest darkness. The powers of clear discrimination and of decision are taken from us. The questions present themselves: “Is what the flesh desires really sin in this case?” “Is it really not permitted to me, yes—expected of me, now, here, in my particular situation, to appease desire?” . . . It is here that everything within me rises up against the Word of God.1


This is precisely what happened to Eve in her treatment of God’s word in the dialogue with the serpent. She first minimized the freedom God had given them to eat from the trees of the garden, then added a strictness to his word that simply ­was not there, and finally softened his word in regard to the certainty of death should they sin. Eve’s revisionism left her open to believe the lie of Satan against all her experience of God’s goodness. Thus she rose up against his word, took the fruit and ate it, and gave it to her husband. Her husband’s transgression of God’s word had greater culpability because: 1) God’s word had been given directly to him before Eve’s creation, 2) he was present with Eve during the temptation (as evidenced by Satan’s consistent address of Eve with the plural “you”), and 3) Adam, in self-serving passivity, allowed his wife to partake while he looked on. Then, seeing that she did not die, he partook. Adam was not fooled, as was Eve (cf. 1 Timothy 2:14). His rebellion was an informed, eyes-wide-open, self-serving rejection of God and his word. Unspeakable rebellion.


Paradise lost! The carefree nakedness that went with their perfectly transparent character and their unfettered harmony with God and each other dissolved. “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths” (v. 7).


Both Adam and Eve, in fact, died right there at the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, while the taste of the fruit was yet on their lips. Henri Blocher explains: “In the Bible, death is the reverse of life—it is not the reverse of existence. To die does not mean to cease to be, but in biblical terms it means, ‘cut off from the land of the living.’ . . . It is a diminished existence, but nevertheless an existence.”2 Since dying is existing, Adam and Eve’s existence was now one of death. And not only that—sin immediately penetrated every sphere of their being, like a drop of dye in a pail of water. They were at once utterly sinful.


Paul was probably thinking of Genesis 2:17 (“you shall surely die”) when he wrote Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death.” And he certainly had in mind this very instance when he wrote, “sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned” (Romans 5:12). Paul’s assertion that “all sinned” describes an action that was completed in past time. We “all sinned” in Adam when Adam sinned. And because of this we also died, as also seen in Paul’s words elsewhere: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:1, 2). We, too, entered the world dead and depraved, since sin colors every part of our existence, so that we hide from God rather than seek him (cf. Romans 3:9-18).


In an instant the original couple passed from life to death, from sinlessness to sin, from harmony to alienation, from trust to distrust, from ease to dis-ease. It did not take a day. It happened in a millisecond!


Adam and Eve, as our parents, were genetically, historically, and theologically every man and every woman. They are paradigmatic of all of us—not only in their original sin, but because the way they attempted to deal with their sin is the pattern with which we attempt to deal with it today. And the way that God dealt with Adam and Eve is the way he deals with us.


So there the first couple were, in their ridiculous fig leaves, slouching around paradise lost. God then confronted them in a graciously gentle, remedial way. And in their confrontation we see our confrontation.


Seek and Hide (vv. 8-10)


God seeks. Though God is everywhere present in creation, the garden of Eden was the special place of God’s presence on earth, much like the later tabernacle and temple. Eden contained the garden of God’s presence, and the garden of Eden was prophetic of and will be ultimately fulfilled in a new and universalized garden where God dwells (cf. Revelation 22:15). Here in Moses’ writings the garden-tabernacle (and by implication temple) association is especially evident in the fact that when Adam and Eve were cast from the garden, cherubim were placed at its entrance to prevent their access (3:24), and in the later tabernacle statues of cherubim were placed on either side of the ark in the holy of holies. Significantly, the function of the cherubim as guardians of the divine sanctuary reappears in the holy of holies of the Jerusalem temple.


Therefore, because God was present in the garden, we must not imagine that the opening line, “And they heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day” (v. 8a), indicates that God came down to the garden. He was already there. It was his earthly palace, his garden-temple. What the couple heard was “the rustle of God’s step” (Von Rad).3 It was the sacred sound that they had heard before and that had so filled them with joy but now brought dread.


They hide. “And the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden” (v. 8b). At the sound of God’s approach, they sensed that their fig leaves were not enough and crouched deeper among the good trees of God’s bounty. What a pathetic delusion for anyone, then or today, to imagine that it is possible to hide from God. The psalmist tellingly asks:


Where shall I go from your Spirit?


Or where shall I flee from your presence?


If I ascend to heaven, you are there!


If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there! (139:7, 8)


We all know this, but when we disobey we naturally succumb to Jonah’s folly and hop Tarshish ships “to flee . . . from the presence of the LORD” (Jonah 1:3). Unbelief spawns the ontological delusion that we can be where God is not. And more, we think we can privatize our thoughts, denying the fact that “You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar” (Psalm 139:2). Sin brings hiding and its multiple pathologies. Even as Christians, we can become mastered by the we-can-hide-from-God delusion.


How utterly pathetic Adam and Eve were because they were literally hiding from the “face” (“presence,” v. 8) of God whom they had regularly seen, and whose face all believers will see in the new universalized garden where “they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (Revelation 22:4). Paradise was lost!


God finds. God sought—they hid—and God found. “But the LORD God called to the man and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ And he said, ‘I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself’” (vv. 9, 10). God’s “Where are you?” was remedial, like a father’s question to a naughty child hiding behind a door to avoid his face. The “where are you?” asks “why are you there? Is that where you should be? Come out and face me!” So Adam, realizing that God had found him, rose from his hiding-place, shamefaced, wearing his ridiculous fig leaves, mumbling his reply. And his wife crept out slowly after him.4 God drew Adam from hiding rather than drove him from it. The initial question was not an indictment like “where are you hiding?” but simply “where are you?” There was no hint of accusation. God nudged Adam to come to his senses. The process was graced.


Notice that Adam’s response contained no admission of wrongdoing. He only said, “I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” It is apparent that at that moment he was more aware of his nakedness and shame than of his sin against God. Adam had undergone a profound change, but all he could do was express his fear and shame. The only thing that Adam truly confessed to was a feeling—fear. Of course, he knew he had broken God’s command, but in his new self-focused state he was more concerned about how he felt than about his sin against God.


This self-focus and shrinking from God remains part and parcel of our fallen condition. No one seeks God; every one flees God (cf. Romans 3:11). Even fallen man’s apparent seeking is not after God but after the idolatrous god of his own making. Fear and shame and flight are the incurable stigmata of the fall.5 We only begin to deal with them when God says, “Where are you?”


Perhaps God is calling you from your hiding—“Come out of your hiding place, from your self-reproach, your covering, your secrecy, your self torment, from your vain remorse” (Bonhoeffer).6


Futile Excuses (vv. 11-13)


As we shall see, God addressed the man, then the woman, and then the snake in the order of their responsibility. Adam bore the primary responsibility.7 Having begun gently, God then pressed the issue with two questions. First, “Who told you that you were naked?” (v. 11a). Was it the serpent? Was it the woman? Was it a glance in a pool? Someone or something told him that he was naked. Then came a second question: “Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” (v. 11b). The question was a graced arrow.


Adam’s excuse. Satan originated the lie, a real whopper, in his temptation of Eve. But here Adam told a shameful whopper of his own: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (v. 12). These are the words of a man who was spiritually dead. This is wicked! Remember Adam’s ecstasy when he first laid eyes on Eve?


This at last is bone of my bones


and flesh of my flesh;


she shall be called Woman,


because she was taken out of Man. (2:23)


These are the first human words recorded in Scripture and the initial poetic couplet. She was at once his sister, his daughter, and his one-flesh wife. Such a helper—such intimacy—such oneness—such joy. She was his human universe. But now—“she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” What infamous treachery! “It’s her fault, God. Don’t blame me.” Adam was so calculated and so cold.


So long, marital bliss. Adam would live for nearly 930 years more. They would settle things. But paradise was lost!


But the blame ­didn’t stop with Eve, because Adam also accused God: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave . . .” (emphasis added). “God, you put this dangerous creature at my side. I’m not guilty, God. You’re guilty!” In doing this Adam was like Satan, who had argued that a better God would not withhold anything from his people. Here Adam implied that a better God would not have given him Eve. Implicit blasphemy. And Eve’s excuse followed the pattern of Adam’s shift of blame—“The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” But her excuse is not as ignominious as that of Adam. She did not say “It’s this ‘man’ that you gave me,” and she ­didn’t insinuate that God was at fault. Still she, like Adam, did not accept blame. Note at this point that neither Adam nor Eve showed a hint of contrition.


Passing the buck. Will Rogers once remarked that there are two eras in American history—“the passing of the buffalo and the passing of the buck.” Actually, the passing of the buck took place in primeval history as well. And it has remained endemic to the human race. With a wry smile the Metropolitan Insurance Company once listed these among its clients’ excuses: “An invisible car came out of nowhere, struck my car, and vanished.” “The other car collided with mine without warning me of its intention.” We all understand from this (and from our own hearts) that to err is human; to blame it on others and upon God is more human.


Circumstances. We sometimes blame God for placing us in circumstances that we regard as too much for us. Some students cheat, rationalizing that God is to blame for giving them a difficult professor and a busy schedule. Some thieves steal, blaming life and God for their stealing, “God, you know my weaknesses, but there it was. Why did you allow it?” Consider the adulterous man who blames God for the ingredients that led to his sin—his depression, his poor self-image, that woman, the faraway place, his loneliness.


Disposition. The commonest delusion is that “God has given me passions and appetites so strong that I can only yield to them.”


Thou know’st that Thou hast formed me


With passions wild and strong;


And list’ning to their witching voice


Has often led me wrong.8


Robert Burns


“It’s my God-given hormones. My passions, my appetites, my exquisite tastes, my intelligence, my proclivities, my insecurities, my experience, my energy—these together leave me subject to sins that barely tempt others. God made me this way, so what can I do?” Such thinking is from below.


Victimhood. If you read Adam’s sin through the lens of today’s world, you see the language of victimhood—Adam as the poor victim of the woman and of the God who gave her to him. The modern version goes like this: “God, you’re responsible for my situation that has left me so susceptible to sin—my upbringing, my abuse, my inept parents and teachings.” And it plays in our culture in therapeutic exculpation like that of the Menendez brothers who murdered their parents and then asked the court for mercy on the grounds that they were orphans! Given this thinking, only God is responsible for sin—if there is a God.9


But according to Scripture no one from Adam to the last man on earth will ever get away with passing the buck. Listen to James, the Lord’s brother: “Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God,’ for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one” (James 1:13). The perverse intellectualizings of poets, writers, analysts, lawyers, and preachers will not hold water. Adam’s pathetic attempt, no matter how deceptively rephrased by us, will not suffice. We must never say, or even imagine, that God is tempting us.


The Genesis reality and the New Testament reality is this: “But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death” (James 1:14, 15). We cannot blame God. We cannot blame anyone else. And we cannot blame the devil.


So what are we sons and daughters of Adam to do since we share such solidarity with him in our sins that we are thoroughly sinful and utterly responsible and blamable? What is the answer? May I suggest that in a sense we are to blame Jesus! Or more accurately, we are to rest all our blame on him. How so? Paul explains, “If, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man [the first Adam], much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man [the second Adam] Jesus Christ” (Romans 5:17). Our second Adam was the one man in history who never tried to pass the buck, because as a sinless man he never needed to pass on the responsibility for sin. Rather, as our sinless God-man and Messiah and Savior he said, “Pass the blame to me.” The buck stopped with Jesus.


We see this so clearly on Calvary’s three crosses. Blameless Jesus hung between two blameworthy thieves. Christ hung as the innocent among the guilty. But on that hill a miracle happened. One of the thieves ceased cursing and began to listen. And before he died he declared Jesus to be guiltless, saying, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom” (Luke 23:42).


During the ensuing darkness of Calvary, that guilty man’s sins were lifted from him and placed on Jesus. His blame stopped when it rested on Jesus. The so-called buck of our guilt stopped with Jesus, the second Adam.


Have you stopped passing the buck? Have you said the guilt for your sin is yours alone? And then, have you passed it on to Jesus?
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