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INTRODUCTION



From Eden to Eternity
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As you embark on this journey to discover how the Bible unfolds from garden to garden, begin by imagining you’ve stepped into a theater. Your hands are loaded with popcorn and M&Ms, and you find your seat only to realize you’ve arrived in the middle of the movie. People around you are engrossed in the drama. Some are crying, and others sit in anticipation at the edge of their seats. Puzzled, you look at your ticket and realize the movie began an hour earlier and you’ve missed half of it. Now, you have questions:


Who’s that woman?


Why is everyone sad?


Why are they afraid of that guy?


Where did the dragon come from?


Who’s the dude with the sword?


When I first started following Jesus, this is how I experienced the Bible. Honestly, I felt lost. I knew only fragments of the story. I’d heard about Jesus and was familiar with some names like David, Moses, and Mary, but truthfully, I had no idea how those biblical characters were connected, or the part they played in the great redemption story. So, whenever I read my Bible, although dramatic and inspiring, I didn’t grasp the grand narrative of the Bible.


The Bible is one story, which unfolds from garden to garden. While it contains sixty-six individual books written over thousands of years, it reveals one unified message because there is one Divine Author behind it all. From the Garden of Eden in Genesis to the eternal garden paradise promised in Revelation, the Bible explains how God redeems humanity from sin and death and makes all things new!


But unlike a fairy tale or a Hollywood movie, this story is supernatural in origin. Scripture is God-breathed. Opening its pages, we discover who we are, why we are here, what happened to us, and our eternal destiny. What is most amazing is that through the Bible we come to know the Author. It’s from reading the Word that we learn of God’s redeeming love and His unconquerable grace.


This Bible has rightly been called God’s love story. Like all great stories, the Bible tells us of a rescue mission where Love does the unimaginable to rescue the beloved. It is a tale of brokenness and beauty, groaning and grace, heartbreak and healing, and of course, a conquering Hero.


Who is the Hero of this story? While He was foretold throughout the Old Testament, our Savior stepped into the human story two thousand years ago, and the world knows Him by the name of Jesus Christ. The Hero of humanity is Jesus the Messiah, who was crucified on a Roman cross but conquered Satan, sin, and death by rising from the grave.


Although the weeds of sin, shame, and blame grow wild in the human heart, the longing for Eden, our true home, always remains. We were created for something glorious, something beautiful, something distinguished by the Presence of God.


In Garden to Garden, you will discover how God moved through human history to restore us to His Presence. The Word of God is one unified story that promises and points to the Redeemer, Jesus Christ. From the dawn of creation to the dramatic New Creation of the heavens and earth, there is the one Eternal God, whom we will come to know as the Great I AM, working His sovereign plan to redeem and restore that which was lost. The God who created us to dwell with Him in Eden’s paradise is the One who comes to our rescue and makes all things new.













AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Garden to Garden is a journey through the Bible from Eden to eternity. Over the next thirty days, you will see how the whole Bible fits together as one story. Each daily reading is divided into four parts:



[image: image] SEED


This is your focal passage for the day. Take your time to read the passage slowly and focus on the key words, phrases, and images. Keep in mind that all Scripture is God-breathed, and He spoke these words to reveal His heart, to enrich your relationship with Him, and to give you encouragement, instruction, and direction for each day.
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Reading these suggested Scripture passages in your own Bible will provide the greater context of your SEED passage and deepen your understanding of God’s Word. As you CULTIVATE a daily habit of reading the Bible, you will find the roots of your faith growing deeper and deeper.
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This devotional commentary will connect the larger redemption story of the Bible and help you discover how God’s Word applies to your life today. Through these daily readings, the grand narrative of the Bible will become clearer.
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A garden is cultivated to produce a harvest. It is the Lord who is the Divine Gardener of our souls, and as we yield to the work of His hands, we are transformed. As we sit in God’s Presence and study His Word, the Holy Spirit plants the Seed in our hearts, which produces the fruit of the Spirit. These HARVEST reflection questions are designed for you to process with the Lord. Grab your journal and set aside time to sit with the Lord, allowing the Holy Spirit to tend the soil of your heart and produce a harvest of righteousness as you answer these HARVEST questions.















THE INVITATION
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The primary purpose of this book is to enhance your knowledge of God’s Word and provide you with a greater understanding of the redemption story and how it threads together from garden to garden. But as lofty as those goals are, I want to caution you against engaging with this from merely an intellectual posture without engaging your heart.


The Bible is divine revelation. From Genesis to Revelation, the Lord God Almighty speaks to us, declaring who He is and what He has done to restore us to His glorious Presence. This is an invitation from King Jesus, who says:




Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.


—Revelation 3:20 ESV





My sincere desire is for you to encounter the Lord God who walked in the Garden of Eden, who invites you to return to His Presence, and who longs for you to flourish in His marvelous light. This is a holy invitation to know and be known by the Living God. As you begin this journey, I want to impart to you the soul-stirring words of A. W. Tozer. His words contain my prayer for you, the pilgrim on this journey:




For it is not mere words that nourish the soul, but God Himself, and unless and until the hearers find God in personal experience they are not the better for having heard the truth. The Bible is not an end in itself, but a means to bring men (and women) to an intimate and satisfying knowledge of God, that they may enter into Him, that they may delight in His presence, may taste and know the inner sweetness of the very God Himself in the core and center of their hearts.1





Friend, I pray Garden to Garden leads you deep into the heart of God to behold His goodness and experience His nearness. May the lavish love of the Father, the grace of the Lord Jesus, and the inspiration of the Holy Spirit be with you.


For His Glory,


Marian



Footnote


1 A. W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God (Shawnee, KS: Gideon House Books, 2017), 10.
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THE GOD OF THE GARDEN
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In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.


—Genesis 1:1 ESV



[image: image] CULTIVATE


Read Genesis 1; Psalm 16.
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One morning while vacationing at the beach, I woke up early to watch the sunrise over the ocean and spend time with God. I had awakened with this tugging in my heart, drawing me out of the comfort of my bed, to come away by myself and meet with the Lord.


With my Bible tucked under my arm, I walked down to the shore without knowing the revelation that awaited me. At that time, I was new to the Christian faith. I loved Jesus and was hungry to know Him more. But honestly, I came to faith with a lot of baggage.


My baggage was the false beliefs I held about the character of God. I grew up in a religious culture built on rules and behavior modification, where God was angry and aloof. And since I had been the poster child for rebellion, I was certain God would be mad at all the ways I had failed. I had no idea that my perception of God was false and didn’t align with how He is revealed in Scripture. But thankfully, as I came to know Jesus and began comprehending God’s grace, those deep-rooted lies were exposed and started falling away.


This brings me back to the beach when God spoke to me from His Word. Watching the crystal-blue water sparkle with the first rays of sunlight, I opened my Bible and read:




Delight yourself in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart.


—Psalm 37:4 ESV





Delight. Watching the sunrise by the ocean while communing with God pretty much defines “delight” for me. Hands down, the best part of that morning was the peace of His Presence. Friends, there’s absolutely no substitute for God’s peace. I should know, because before Jesus, my life was characterized by chaos and emptiness. This state was due to the consequences of my choices and the darkness I lived in. But as I sat before the Lord that morning, I felt whole, alive, and loved. The crashing waves carried echoes of Eden.


At that time, I didn’t know much about the Garden of Eden, but in the beauty of that sunrise I felt connected to God in a way I had never felt before. The Bible calls this state shalom, which means “peace, wholeness, and soundness.” Shalom is the state of spiritual and emotional wholeness that comes when our souls are right with God, when our hearts are at peace in His Presence, and when we are at rest in the goodness of our Heavenly Father. This was one of my first tastes of shalom, but I was hungry for more.


As the sun peeked over the horizon, I continued to meditate on the Scripture and read, “Delight yourself in the LORD…” The truth dawned on me: That’s the relationship the Lord wants with us. Not rules or religion, but one where we enjoy His Presence and delight in Him. A relationship with God is not just a cliché that Christians use; this is the very existence we are invited to enjoy.


And as I continued to read, I saw this promise attached to the invitation: When you delight in Him, He “will give you the desires of your heart.” As I chewed upon this promise, I sensed God whisper a question: Marian, what do you desire?


God invited me to share my heart. This is intimacy with God, a relationship where we know Him and are known by Him. God is a good Father who loves His children and wants to bless us with His goodness.


Unfortunately, I didn’t know or trust this truth about God’s heart at the time, so in response to the question “What do you desire?” my answer was unfiltered and raw. I blurted out, “Like You care!” (Yep, you read that right.) I didn’t conjure up a good church-girl reply. From deep in my heart a lie I believed about God was exposed: I didn’t believe God loved or cared for me, and my honest response tumbled out before I had time to stop it. Startled by my own transparency and fearful that I had offended God, I covered my mouth with my hand and ducked my head.


The Lord didn’t strike me down for my honesty. God is so gracious. Looking back, I know the Lord woke me up, nudged me out of bed, and invited me down to that beach just so we could have that little heart-to-heart.


God’s question led to some soul-searching. Why did I believe God didn’t care about me? Where did that response come from? As I dug my toes into the sand, I felt the Lord digging into my heart, exposing and removing a lie about His character: the lie that said, “God is not good.” Sure, I believed God was real—I wasn’t an atheist. But I didn’t think He was good. I’d believed the lie that was as old as time. And that blatant assault on God’s character kept me from fully trusting Him and experiencing the abundant life with Him. The truth is this: I had never experienced shalom before because I didn’t really know the truth about God.


God loved me too much to let that lie fester. Therefore, the Lord used His truth to set me free. Over the next few years, I began consuming Scripture like oxygen. It became my lifeline. And as I did, my mind was renewed to see God rightly. I came to relate to King David’s words like they were my own testimony:




I say to the LORD, “You are my Lord;


I have no good apart from you.”…


You make known to me the path of life;


in your presence there is fullness of joy;


at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.


—Psalm 16:2; 11 ESV





Indeed, in His Presence is the fullness of joy. Right there we are told where to find the very thing this world is craving—joy. It can’t be bottled and it can’t be bought; it can be found only in His Presence. In the Bible we are given directions to the Source of shalom and the One who reveals to us the path of life.


Perhaps you are reading this and are skeptical. I get it. Since we live in a world characterized by fake news, it’s a challenge to know what to believe sometimes. That’s why we need an authoritative source to reveal truth. In this world proliferated with lies, the Bible stands as the authoritative truth for us, and it begins on page one by telling us the ultimate truth that we all need to know: We are created by God and for God.


Like any good book, the Bible opens in Genesis 1:1 by revealing the Star of the story: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” God stands at the center of all the glory that unfolds. Genesis reveals that God spoke and all things came into existence. He is the Master of Molecules and by the power of His word, He created something out of nothing. God said, “Let there be…,” and He brought forth light, water, sun, moon, land, vegetation, and a kaleidoscope of creatures to inhabit His creation. While we aren’t given the physics, chemistry, or biology of this creation process, we are told the Source.


The first two chapters of Genesis describe the creation of the world. Scripture tells us that God was pleased with all He made, that He repeatedly described it as “good.” In these chapters, we discover God’s original desire for creation. He created a beautiful garden where harmony existed between nature and humans, ample food was provided for our enjoyment, and men and women were given creative work to do with God and for His glory. But most importantly, humans lived with God and enjoyed a relationship with Him. The Garden of Eden is a picture of true shalom.


But back to the Star of the story. Who is the One who commands such power to simply speak and the universe is formed? In the original language, the title of God is “Elohim,” the infinite, all-powerful Creator and sustainer of the world. With breathtaking brevity, the Bible reveals the origin of life, but we also learn our original design. We were fashioned for a relationship with a good God and to walk with Him in a garden called delight. Yes, you read that right. He created us to live in delight.




And the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed.


—Genesis 2:8 ESV





The Hebrew word Eden means “pleasure or delight.” Although the world we now inhabit is one marked by heartache and suffering—that was not our original state. God created us to flourish in His bountiful goodness. Sadly, we aren’t in Eden anymore.


We were fashioned for life with God. It goes without saying that we are far from home. As we will discover, something devastating occurred in Eden—paradise was lost. The human soul was fractured in a sliver of a second as sin entered the world, disturbing the blissful union between us and Elohim. As Saint Augustine says in the Confessions, “Because you have made us for yourself, and our hearts find no peace until they rest in you.”1


The human condition is restless. What a perfect word to describe the frantic search for meaning, the longing for more, the quest to fill the void. But in reality, we are wired for shalom—the peace, joy, and beauty of abiding with the God of the garden.


As we journey through the Bible, we will see the lengths to which the Lord went to bring us back into His presence, to a garden of ultimate delight. That’s the message we will behold from garden to garden—how the Lord redeems, reconciles, and restores a broken humanity and makes us whole.


C. S. Lewis advises,




If we find ourselves with a desire that nothing in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that we were made for another world.2






[image: image] HARVEST


Do you find yourself restless or weary, longing for peace, wholeness, and joy? In what ways do you long for Eden? Take some time to sit with the Lord, with Elohim, your Creator. As we read in Psalm 16, in His Presence there is fullness of joy. As we encounter the Lord, He offers the gift of shalom. What steps can you take to carve out time to be in God’s Presence each day?


Footnotes


1 Augustine, Confessions (United Kingdom: Penguin, 2004), 5.


2 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperCollins, 2009), 120.
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THE IMAGE-BEARERS
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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.


—Genesis 1:26–27 ESV
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Read Genesis 1; Psalm 8.
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Who are you? Why do you exist? What gives your life purpose? These questions represent what philosophers call the human existential quest for meaning. Without a clear sense of purpose, our days feel empty and pointless. The search for significance fuels many and frustrates others because we weren’t wired for an aimless existence. Discovering the reason you were created is an absolute game changer for the soul and can infuse the most mundane tasks with joy and your unseen moments with glory.


I’ll never forget leading a prayer time at a women’s retreat when I was surprised to discover a deep-rooted lie about life that holds many women captive. The focus of the weekend was experiencing freedom from the lies we believe about ourselves so we could walk in God’s truth. As I prayed, I felt led to ask this question: “Who believes your life is meaningless?” To my surprise, hands shot up across the room. More than half of the women confessed to believing this lie.


Where does one turn to discover life’s meaning? What holds the authority to define our purpose and reason for existence? As Pastor Rick Warren has said, “You didn’t create yourself, so there is no way you can tell yourself what you were created for!”1 The Bible has been coined God’s Owner’s Manual for Life.2 I like that description. After all, if something malfunctioned in my car, I would check the owner’s manual. The same holds true for life. To discover who I am, why I am here, and what my purpose is, then, I need to go to the “Owner’s Manual.”


In the opening pages of the Bible, we discover the fundamental truth about human life: We are created by God and for God. Not only are we wired for connection, but in designing us, He declared our unique purpose. We are fashioned with a soul that is meant to connect with our Creator. As profound as it seems, we are made for friendship with God.


Yesterday, we discussed Elohim, who is the Author of Life. Genesis 1:31 says, “God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good” (ESV). After designing stars, light, land, fish, and birds, God did something unique. Instead of speaking, He used His hands. The Lord stooped down to the dirt and formed a man from the dust. Then, wonder of wonders, God breathed His own breath into him, “and the man became a living creature” (Gen. 2:7 ESV).


Imagine this moment. First, Adam’s lifeless form was molded by Elohim’s hands. Then, God exhaled, and His breath entered Adam’s lungs! In the next scene, God fashioned Eve, the first woman, and together they are given this extraordinary title—image-bearers of God.


So far, humanity is off to a stellar start. God didn’t give giraffes or golden retrievers His breath; that distinction is placed on humans. It is the breath of God that separates us from all other created beings.


Additionally, we are also endowed with God-given dignity—we are made in His image. In Latin, this is called the Imago Dei. According to our SEED focal passage, every human bears this divine stamp. But what does it mean to bear His image? We can look up at the night sky and see our purpose. Just as the moon reflects the light of the sun, so we were designed to reflect God’s glory to the world.


Radiant with the light of God, our purpose is to emanate His beauty, truth, and goodness. Each individual human is created with unique gifts, talents, and abilities to reflect the wisdom and beauty of Elohim to the world.


Next, our “Owner’s Manual” tells us that God gave His image-bearers dominion to rule over His creation. Dominion is not a word we use every day, but I would suggest that it is the very truth that gives ultimate meaning to our daily living. Dominion means “to rule or reign.” God made us kings and queens, with delegated authority over all He made. Just as Adam and Eve were tasked with cultivating and keeping the Garden of Eden, so we are called to cause the world around us to flourish. As we tend and keep the families, communities, and countries in which God places us, His glory shines forth. Understanding this calling gives significance to the ordinary tasks of life. When we cultivate a home, build a business, or lead in government, we exercise our God-given dominion and reflect His glory to the world.


Finally, the Bible also teaches that we were made in God’s likeness. This doesn’t mean we are gods, but rather that we are like Him mentally, morally, and socially. We are like God in that we have free will and moral conscience, and we are relational beings. These are deep theological waters, but the seed of truth I pray blooms in your heart is that your life is not meaningless! You are an image-bearer of God whose life holds great purpose, dignity, and value. As Randy Alcorn rightly states, “Mankind was designed to live on the earth to God’s glory.”3


While the Bible explains our original design, we all look in the mirror and face a broken image-bearer. We don’t reflect God’s glory as intended. Our world isn’t flourishing but fractured. What went wrong? As we will see tomorrow, something happened in Eden that marred the image of God in all of us: Sin entered the human heart.


Although God’s image is distorted, all is not lost. God is in the restoration business. He takes the broken and makes something beautiful. Our lives still hold incomparable glory. And if we place them in the hands of our Maker, we discover the reason we have breath in our bones. The One who fashioned us with such magnificent design is the One who can redeem, restore, and use our lives for a glorious purpose!




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 ESV






[image: image] HARVEST


Do you believe your life has significant purpose because you are an image-bearer of God? Or have you also believed the lie that your life is meaningless? Take a moment to reflect on the truth that you were created uniquely to reflect God’s image and glory to the world. What are some ways you can begin to live for His glory today?


Footnotes


1 Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For? (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2017), 22.


2 Rick Warren, “The Bible: God’s Owner’s Manual for Life,” April 24, 2020, PastorRick.com, https://pastorrick.com/the-bible-gods-owners-manual-for-life/.


3 Randy Alcorn, Heaven (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House, 2011), 92.
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