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 I have a friend who recently posted on Facebook: Please be praying for me, I’m going to a funeral.  And she got a whole bunch of likes.  There is a reason she got a whole bunch of likes because Amy has a very significant foot in mouth syndrome.  Several years ago, there was a family friend that had passed away and she went to the visitation at the funeral home and as she was leaving that night, the family of the deceased said to her very graciously, ‘Thank you so much for coming.’  And with automatic southern manners but with a total disconnect between her brain and her mouth, she responded, ‘Thank you so much for having us, we had a very nice time.’  Fail!  We all love a good failure story because it reminds us of our humanity and it reminds us that God has put up with us for a very long time. 
Now, there are a lot of different kinds of failures. There are situational failures. For instance, there is the failure that happens when I’m walking down the sidewalk and out of nowhere the sidewalk open ups and swallows me into a sinkhole. There is the situational failure that happens whenever Ryan and I travel, we get stuck. Every time. Not for hours but for days. There is the failure that happened when my t-ball team did not win a single game in the 1981 season. Situational failure teaches us patience and perseverance. Then there is just dumb failure, like when I drive 25 miles in the wrong direction to try to get to the Atlanta airport. Or the time that I have the best senior design project in the entire Engineering department only I killed 100 of my fish in one night. Reminder, when you turn the oxygen pump to your aqua culture system off, be sure to turn it back on! Dumb failure! This teaches us humility.

Then there is another kind of failure. This kind isn’t so funny because it is the kind of failure that tells us why the world is broken. It is the kind of failure that is rooted in rebellion against God. It is the kind of failure that happens because we don’t trust that God’s character is good and we don’t believe that his Word is true.  It is the failure of sin. It is the failure that betrays our inability to take God at his Word.  

We are moving towards Easter and historically the church has carved out a period of time called Lent as a time of reflection and a time or repentance, a time for realignment to the ways of God. It is a time that we cry out to Him and we bring our failure out of hiding and bring it to the light of Christ and we cry out to Him to repair what is broken and to heal what is wounded and to redeem what has been stolen and to breathe life into the dead places. 

So for the next few weeks, we are going to roll out our failures. For those of you who have been part of NCC for any period of time, you know that this is not how we normally roll. For those of you who are knew to NCC, I want to assure you that this is not going to be a time where you are going to feel beaten up and defeated. We just believe that the church is not a museum for saints but a hospital for sinners.  And if we want to find repair and healing and redemption and life, we realize that we’ve got to dig down to the root of the problem in order to restore life. We have to discover the bad news before we can deliver the good news. So that is what the next few weeks are going to be about, bringing our brokenness to the light of Christ so He can bring his healing and his redemption and his restoration.

Turn to Genesis 3 because I believe if we really want to understand our failures, we have to understand the original failure. The story doesn’t begin in Genesis 3. It actually begins two chapters earlier in Genesis 1. I feel like a lot of times we focus on the first part of the story being man’s sin and then we go immediately to the solution for sin. We focus on the fall the redemption but the story does not begin with man’s sin, the story begins with God created. I think a lot of times, we look around at the world and we think what is wrong with this place we are living in. Why is it broken? If God really exists, then how is the world so messed up? If God really is good, why does this stuff happen? I think what we’ve got to do is go all the way back to the beginning to understand that when God created, He created it good. The world is broken because we live in a place that is not the way God intended it to be. He created it and it was all good. It was perfection and beauty. He pointed at all of it and said it is good. Then He created man and woman and He created them uniquely with his own hands. He said let us create man in our image to be like us. So what does that mean? 
First of all, it means we were given a will. We were given the ability to make choices and to morally weigh those choices. We were given the ability to think and not only to think but to think about how we think. Secondly, we were given the ability to create. Our Creator created in us the ability and the capacity and the desire to be like Him in the creative process. He told Adam and Eve to have dominion over creation. I think it is important to notice that work was not the result of the fall.  Work was given to us by God to be part of the divine image, that like God we can also be productive. We were given a role to play. We were given a job to fulfill and in that functionality, we represent God. We were given a will. We were given work. We were also created with the capacity for relationship. Notice it says let us make man in our image. God speaks of Himself in the plural. We believe that there is one God but He exists in three persons as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We see it even in the creation. Genesis 1:1, God created. Verse 2, the Holy Spirit hovered over the chaos and in John 1:1, we read that in the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God and it says that God created everything through Him, meaning Jesus, and without Him nothing was created.

So the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are active together, walking in inseparable community with one another and God said let us make man in our image. He created us with a similar capacity for living in relationship with one another. And this was created in a way that was good. He created work to be good. He created relationship to be good and He put Adam and Eve in the Garden. And in the middle of the Garden, He placed two trees, the Tree of Life which shows up again in the book of Revelation, and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  

I realize that when we talk about this story, there are a lot of different reactions we have and a lot of different ways that maybe many of us understand this story. Some people read this story in Genesis and say well that’s just a myth or that’s just an ancient way of explaining the origins of the world. Or they say it is a really good morality tale. I personally believe that we can take this story as literal history. First of all, I can’t think of any good reason not to. Secondly, Jesus talks about Adam and Eve and this story as though it really happened. Paul talks about Adam and Eve as though he believed they were actual, historical people. So I’m going to go with Jesus and Paul on this. But honestly, regardless of where you land on that question, the lesson we learn from this is the same. So regardless of whether you understand this to be history or allegory, in fact, I would argue that if this event didn’t actually happen, this author has incredible insight on the will of man and the condition of man and the goodness of God’s character. Regardless of where you land, there is truth to be learned.

Genesis 3

 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the garden’?”

Ok, problem number one, you’ve got a talking snake! Not a talking golden retriever or a talking pony, this was a talking snake! It already begins badly. But notice the second thing the snake said, ‘Did God really say you can’t eat from these trees?’  That is the exact opposite of what God said. God said they could eat from all of them. Look at all the trees you’ve got. Imagine all the difference kinds of fruits, all the trees, all the shrubs, all the vines, just not that one. All the rest of them are yours, just not that one. But the serpent says why doesn’t God let you eat of any of these trees.  He focuses the woman on the boundary and not on the abundance. Instead of recognizing that God was good and generous and gave abundantly and gave tremendous freedom and opportunity, the serpent is like, God isn’t let you eat any of this.  See, we can have a mindset of scarcity or we can have a mindset of abundance and that perspective makes all the difference. And the game has not changed because even now, the serpent comes to us and says why is God such a killjoy. What does God not want you to have any fun? Why is God so restrictive and legalistic? Why doesn’t God want you to have sex? Why doesn’t God want you to have nice things? Why does God want your money? And we get focused on the boundary instead of the abundance. The game has not changed. What are we focused on?
The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, 3 but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.’”

First of all, Eve added some words to God’s mouth here. God didn’t say don’t touch it, He said don’t eat it. So already, we are seeing Eve not quite embracing the words of God in the way He had given them. But in all fairness, I think this story brings up a lot of questions in my mind. For instance, why did God put the tree there in the first place? It just seems to me that He could have saved Himself a whole lot of trouble and us a whole lot of trouble by not putting that tree in there. And then what was that tree really about? I mean, the Tree of Life makes sense to us but the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, what does that mean. Theologians and smart people have had a number of opinions on this, that maybe the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil was an awareness of evil, that maybe it was a mental awareness of bad things. Some believe that it was moral responsibility. Some believe that it is the experience of evil itself. But there is really no clear consensus on what this tree was really about.
So I want to share with you just some of my thoughts and I want to make a distinction  between what the Bible teaches and what Heather thinks. So this is entering ‘Heather just thinks’ mode ok? This isn’t even good opinion necessarily, this is just Heather’s idea. So why did God put the tree there? I think if we go back to understanding that we are created in the image of God and part of being in the image of God means that we have been given a will. And to exercise will, there has to be the opportunity for choice. The other think we know is that to really be engaged in real relationship with God and experience the full joy of relationship with God, it comes with obedience. So perhaps the tree was put there so that God could give us the opportunity to exercise the will He gave us, to exercise our choice, and by doing so, experience the full joy of being in obedient relationship with Him. We are still in what Heather thinks here, what exactly was this tree and why was it such a big problem?  The Hebrew word for knowledge can carry with it the idea of knowledge by experience. So it could be that by eating of this fruit that Adam and Eve were going to experience the effect of evil, so maybe God telling them not to eat of that tree was more of a warning of the inevitable consequences that would happen if they were to eat it. Here is an example, the Dead Sea has 34 percent concentration of salinity. That’s about 10 times greater than the ocean. About a week ago, I was there with 40 NCCers. The density is such that you can just sit in the Dead Sea and bob there. You just float. I didn’t float last week because I had already floated in the Dead Sea once and quite frankly, I feel like it is a little bit like being in Times Square on New Year’s Eve, you need to do it once  but you really don’t need to do it again! But some of our team did. When I did it previously, maybe this is what soured my taste for it, when I went to float in the Dead Sea a few years ago, I got so tired! Our tour guide kept telling us over and over and over again not to get the water in our eyes or mouths or in open cuts, don’t swim, just sit, don’t splash, be careful, over and over again and I was getting sick of it. And being a scientist by both wiring and training, being naturally curious and being a kid who grew up on the Gulf Coast and had mouths full of saltwater consumed every day of the summer, what did I do? I wanted to taste it! I can tell you from experience, if you go to the Dead Sea, do not get it in your eyes! Do not get it in your mouth! I thought my mouth was going to shrivel up inside my throat! I had rebelled against my tour guide and consumed what they told me not to consume. Now, did that horrible taste come about as a punishment because I rebelled against my tour guide? Or was it that I experienced the consequence of consuming 34 percent salinity? 
Thinking back to the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, and again this is just what Heather thinks, what if God was just saying, ‘Guys, don’t eat that. Don’t get that in your mouth because it tastes bad and it could screw up your life. Just don’t eat it.’  

Ok, away from what Heater thinks and back to the Bible.

“You will not certainly die,” the serpent said to the woman. 5 “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”
The first thing the serpent does is question why God won’t let them eat of the trees. And then when the woman answers, he calls God a liar and says you won’t die, in fact, you will be like God. He calls into question God’s character and his goodness and now he is calling into question the trustworthiness of God’s Word and telling Eve that God made a mistake, that God didn’t give them everything they need. And by the way, God doesn’t want you to have this because He knows if you consume it, you will be like Him. That is so stupid because they were already like God. Let us create man in our image to be like Us. Eve was already there yet she looked at this thing and began to wonder if maybe God made a mistake or maybe God was not completely good to me. Maybe God has withheld something from me. Maybe I can’t trust Him and take Him at his Word and she began to reach for the thing that she thinks is going to complete her and by doing so, she begins grasping at an idol. Idols are anything we grasp onto and reach towards to try to find our identity, to try to find our wholeness and our completeness. We do it today in our jobs, in our titles, in our degrees, in our relationships, in our kids. We can trace our idols very quickly when we start imaging that we just can’t experience life without them. When there is something we begin to realize that we can’t imagine life without, we have found an idol. The enemy always goes at our identity and always questions God’s identity. We have to be convinced of God’s character and we’ve got to have confidence in his Word because this is where the enemy comes after us. This is the root of rebellion when we do not believe God is good and we do not believe that his Word can be trusted. That is why it is so important that we know the Word. That’s why right now, many of us at NCC are reading through the New Testament together during these weeks leading up to Easter. There is still time for you to jump in. You can go to the Connection Table and pick up a card with the reading plan. You can download it on your phone on Uversion. We need to be reading the Word and ingesting the Word so we can take God at his Word, so we know his character and we know his ways and we know exactly what He says.

When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.

I wonder how long it took to sew fig leaves together. We read this so fast but what was the time period here? 

Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. 9 But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?”

Seriously? They were hiding in the trees? God made the Garden! Do you really think He is not going to find you hidden in the trees? I love playing hide and go seek with my nieces because they think if they can’t see me, I can’t see them. We do the same thing with God. Sin makes us dumb and it makes us desperate. They were hiding from God in trees and God says where are you. I don’t think God was asking them for their geographical coordinates. I think God knew physically right where they were. I think He was asking them where their hearts were. A lot of times when we talk about sin, we talk it as this thing that separates us from God. And that is true. Isaiah 59:2 says that your sin has separated you from God. Romans 3:23 says all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. So there is something about sin that causes a wedge between us and God and I think we need to think about what that really looks like. Right here we realize that there is not an invisible wall that is erected and God can’t get to us or we can’t get to God. It is not like sin had created some sort of virus or bacteria that if God got into its presence, He would somehow become infected. It is not as though kicked them out of the Garden because He couldn’t stand the sight of them anymore, In fact, spoiler alert, they weren’t kicked out of the Garden as punishment, they were kicked out of the Garden as an expression of God’s grace. The Scripture will tell us that He realized that if they were to eat of the Tree of Life at that point, they would be doomed to walk in shame and brokenness eternally. 

So what does this whole separation mean? I think it is that God is completely holy. He is completely righteous and He cannot stand sin. But that doesn’t keep Him from coming after you. God is not the one hiding here. God is the one pursuing. God is one who is coming into the Garden, not scared of what’s going to happen, not scared of being in your vicinity. He came into the Garden hunting Adam and Eve extending relationship to them. This is the story of our God. God is always on pursuit. We keep reading and we find that God pursues Abraham and then God gives his people a law and a covenant that says this is the pathway to have relationship with Me. Come and have relationship. Then He brings the people into the Promised Land. Then He sends prophets to say come back to Me. He pursues people all the way to Ninevah! He has prophets like Hosaih who He tells to go marry the prostitute and yet when she runs away and goes back to prostitution, go and buy her back, because that is his heart for all people, pursuing. He pursued to the point that He left his throne in heaven to come to earth, to come to us. Then when He resurrected from the grave, He sent his disciples everywhere and told them to bring them into his family.  The last words of Jesus in the Bible, the last page of Revelation, Jesus says I am coming soon. He is a God who pursues.
I don’t care where you are hiding or what you have done. I don’t care how long you’ve done it. I don’t care how long you have felt apart from God. He is walking through the chaos of your life, calling your name and calling you to Him because He is the God who pursues.

I think the wedge that sin creates is sin steals away the joy that we experience in his presence. Adam and Eve could not stand the notion of being in God’s presence or being seen by Him. That’s the wedge that sin creates. It steals our joy out of our relationship with Him. 

He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.”

11 And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”

12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.”

The blaming starts, fingers are pointing.

Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”
The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
14 So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this,
“Cursed are you above all livestock
    and all wild animals!
You will crawl on your belly
    and you will eat dust
    all the days of your life.
15 And I will put enmity
    between you and the woman,
    and between your offspring[a] and hers;
he will crush[b] your head,
    and you will strike his heel.”
It is interesting to me that God doesn’t even give the serpent a chance to defend himself. He doesn’t ask the serpent any questions, He just immediately starts saying this is your doom and your destiny. For Adam and Eve, He begins to lay out the repercussions of their sin. He begins to describe the way the world is going to be broken, that work was going to become difficult and child bearing was going to become painful and that the way the  man and woman related to one another and the way they related to God would become strained. 

I think it is interesting to notice exactly what broke. The way that Adam and Eve were intentionally designed to reflect the image of God was what became distorted. They way reflected God’s creative productivity became difficult. The way they experienced relationship became strained.

The world is broken because those who were created to be the bearers of the divine image failed to walk in that image. The world is broken because those who were created to be the image bearers of God on earth did not believe his goodness and did not trust his Word. 

It is the same place we find ourselves today.

Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living. 21 The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.
I’ve talked about this before, the tremendous power and courage of Adam’s actions here. In the face of her greatest failure, Adam names her potential. What that tells me is that not all was lost in the Garden that day. But God’s actions are even more shocking. God made clothing from animal skins. Adam and Eve were standing there with fig leaves that they had awkwardly sewn together and God covers them with animal skins. We see God’s grace poured out on humanity. In the moment of their greatest failure, God brings grace. God covers them. But what is also happening here? Where did those skins come from? God poured out his wrath against sin on his innocent good creation, sacrificing an animal to cover the nakedness and shame and sin of Adam and Eve. Isn’t it fascinating that the first time we see God’s grace is also the first time we see his wrath. Wrath is one of those things like jealousy that we don’t really like to talk about in relationship with God. We like to talk about grace and mercy and love, but the reality is it is his wrath that activates his grace. It is his wrath that gives us an opportunity to step back into relationship with Him, to stand before Him unashamed. And the greatest collision of God’s wrath and grace was actually foretold right here in Genesis 3 where it says that the seed of the woman would one day crush the head of the serpent because the greatest collision of God’s wrath and grace occurred on the cross. On the cross is where we have the opportunity to be covered in the grace of Jesus Christ. We read in Romans 13:14 to clothe ourselves in the presence of Christ. Galatians 3:27 says all who have been united with Christ in baptism have put on Christ as though putting on new clothes. Jesus Himself became the sacrifice, the ultimate expression of grace so that we can put Him on and stand before God.
The world is messed up, not because God isn’t active or uninterested. He created it all good and perfect and whole and beautiful and then the failure came. We were tempted to lose confidence in God’s goodness, to lose confidence in his Word and reach for the very thing that caused us to forfeit the life God intended for us. We walked away from his abundance and his generosity and his freedom and opportunity and we grabbed for ourselves the thing we thought we needed to complete ourselves. And yet God is still pursuing. God faithfully pursues unfaithful people over and over and over again. 

We have all failed. We have all experienced situational failure because life happens, things happen. We’ve all experienced dumb failures. We’ve said the wrong thing at the wrong time or gone in the wrong direction. We’ve also all experienced the kind of failure that is ultimately what is wrong with the world. We’ve rebelled against God. I know that is strong language and I know it doesn’t sound nice but grace didn’t feel very nice, it felt like nails on the cross. That is the abundance that ultimately Christ brings to us. 

But what’s also good news is the story didn’t end on the cross. The story didn’t end with Jesus paying the debt of sin. The story goes on. Our faith hinges on this fact that somewhere in the city of ancient Jerusalem, Jesus came walking out of the grave and that’s the place we find broken things repaired and wounded things healed and lost things redeemed and dead things brought back to life. 

Jesus stands before you today and offers you and opportunity to be covered by his grace. I don’t care what you’ve done. I don’t care how long you’ve been hiding, Jesus is walking in the chaos of your life today saying let me cover you. Let me cover your shame and your brokenness so you can stand before God unashamed in Me.

God thank You so much for who You are. God I thank You that You didn’t just leave us at the point of failure but You pursued, God that You have always faithfully pursued unfaithful people. God I pray that You would make us people who know your goodness and believe your goodness and trust in your Word. God I pray if there is anyone here this weekend that so desperately need to know You and needs to be covered in your grace and covered in your mercy, God give them courage today to realized we have all sinned and we have all fallen short of the glory of God, it is not about what we do for You, it is about what You have already done for us. All we have to do is stand in Christ and be made whole and complete. Jesus You are good. Thank You for what You have done. Thank You for what You continue to do in us and through us. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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