Life in Paradise (Genesis 2:4-25; 14/9/08)

Introduction

Today we’re looking at Genesis 2, and the theme of life in Paradise. When I was a boy I liked the band called ELO. They sang a song about the future, and imagined what life would be like: 
And when I see what they’ve done to the place that was home

Shame is all that I feel

And I wonder, yes I wonder, “Is this the way life’s meant to be?”
Have you ever felt like that? Maybe you’ve seen people suffering, or human cruelty, or pollution and dirt, or people starving in one part of the world while others over-eat in another, or people fleeing from hurricanes, and that question has popped into your mind: “Is this the way life’s meant to be?” Maybe it makes you sad or even angry. We seem to have this longing or appreciation of what life should be. Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps, for he is the only animal that knows the difference between what things are and what they ought to be (William Hazlitt, C19th). The bible explains why we feel as we do. Here in chapter 2 we find the picture of how things ought to be, and of how we were created to live. Grasping this can help us to understand our lives today, because here we learn of God’s gifts and design. 

I heard of one psychologist who told his class: People have three basic needs in life – somewhere to live, someone to love and something to do. Chapter 2 shows us why. Here we change from a grand, general description of how God created the heavens and the earth (Chapter 1), to the finer details of human origins and life, in a specific place called Eden. Notice the change from God to the LORD God. It refers to him not so much in relation to his creation, but in relation to his people especially. It’s a simple narrative that a child can grasp, but contains such profound truths for the greatest minds to consider. So I want us to consider four of God’s gifts to mankind in the Garden of Eden and show how they have something relevant for us today.
1) God’s Gift of Life (v4-7)

Here we see that human life comes from God. God does two things to bring about life. He formed man. God is the master craftsman, taking dust (earth’s elements) and making a human body. David cries out in worship: I praise you for I am fearfully and wonderfully made (Psalm 139:14). Even before the discoveries of modern biology David senses the mystery and wonder of the human body. Secondly God breathed into his nostrils the breath of life. Humans are more than physical. God’s breath (spirit) transforms a human body into a human being. Following this divine ‘kiss of life’ everything begins to function. It’s clear that God is ‘personally involved’ in making mankind. Jesus spoke of creating people. Yet some deny God’s existence and claim that human beings arose as…a kind of glorious accident (Jay Gould). 
Can you accept this? A grand piano has 240 strings and 88 keys by which a gifted musician can create beautiful music. But your inner ear has 24,000 ‘strings’ and 20,000 ‘keys’ enabling you to hear an amazing variety and range of sounds. Your eyes can handle 500,000 messages simultaneously. Your heart beats automatically 100,000 times a day. One drop of blood contains 250 million blood cells. Something in those cells causes your blood to clot if you are cut, so that you do not bleed to death. No evolutionist can explain how this process came to be (Atheists? Blanchard p306/313). Is all this a glorious accident? 

We are fearfully and wonderfully made! That means firstly that you have self-worth and value; you are special. You’re not a meaningless accident but a marvellous creature. It’s this truth that gives you self-worth. Your worth isn’t determined by what you earn or own, but by who you are. It’s the true basis of human rights and value. It’s why Wilberforce campaigned so courageously for the abolition of slavery. (Evolution gives no reason to value to people). Secondly, it means that self-worship is wrong! One of the greatest sins is human pride that gives no acknowledgement to the God who made you. True humanity involves reverent humility before the God who has given you life. The LORD gives life and the Lord can take it away.

2)  God’s Gift of Labour (v8-15)
It’s worth noting that though the LORD God planted a garden (v8) he put man in the garden to work it and take care of it (v15). It shows us that God gave Adam work to do – even in Paradise! Some people think that work is a curse, introduced because of sin, but that’s not so. God gives man and woman the responsibility of managing and using the natural resources around them (note the mention of gold, resin and onyx (v12)). God doesn’t command man to exploit the garden, but to work it and take care of it. Later, man is given the task of naming the animals – classifying them – the first practice of natural science?! The point that I am making is that you and I were originally made to work – to use our minds and bodies for constructive activity. Work is a gift from God that brings satisfaction. There was no laziness in Eden. God works, and so should we. 
Several years ago there was a UK advert for a chocolate bar called Bounty – with coconut covered in chocolate. The advert showed young people living on a beautiful desert island, with wonderful waterfalls, beaches and hammocks strung up between the palm trees. It pictured a life full of leisure, eating chocolate bars! And then the slogan came: Bounty – the taste of Paradise! The advertisers hadn’t read Genesis 2!
A life of leisure seems so attractive, but actually brings frustration. It is true that work now can become frustrating toil but the answer is not laziness or leisure. Work can still bring a measure of satisfaction: when God enables man to be happy in his work – this is a gift from God (Ecclesiastes 5:19). So whether you cook a meal, decorate a room, fix a car, manage a company, write an essay, make a dress, drive a taxi – there can be a sense of fulfilment when you complete the task; it’s the way we were made. As a Christian, your motivation to work can be redeemed. Paul writes to Christian slaves: Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for men, since you know will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It’s the Lord Christ you are serving (Colossians 3:23-24). Don’t be lazy; honour the Lord in your work by doing it well.
3) God’s Gift of Law (v16-17)

There was freedom and law in Paradise! Adam was free to eat of any tree, but not the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Why this law? The tree was a reminder of at least two important truths. Firstly, that God is the ruler – the loving ruler has the right to make up the rules. From what we know about God so far, the rule wasn’t because God is a miserable or cruel. Adam was given great authority to rule over the earth, but he was still subject to God’s authority. Secondly, that Adam was not a robot, but a morally responsible person. He was made with the power of choice – to obey or disobey God. The law of the forbidden tree gave Adam the opportunity to show that he loved his Creator through his willing obedience. He could say to himself, “God has told me not to eat that fruit, so I choose not to. I believe God knows what’s best for me, and I can enjoy the freedom of the whole Garden!” This law was a gift to show Adam how he ought to live – in willing obedience to a loving God.

What would you say to someone who said, “I think my computer really loves me!”? “When I switch it on, it obeys me; I type, and the words appear on the screen; I press print and it starts the printer!” You might want to remind him that the computer is programmed to do this. No personal choice is involved. But if you tell your kids not to watch the TV but to tidy up their rooms while you’re out, and they obey, it could well be a sign that they respect and love you!

So there was freedom and law in Paradise! What do you think would give you freedom? Is it the ability to do exactly what you want, when you want and how you want? Is freedom is having no-one telling you what to do; being your own boss; having no rules? The bible teaches us something very different. Freedom comes when you do what you were meant to do. What were we meant to do? How were we meant to live? We were never meant to live without rules, but to trust and obey the loving God who made us. Jesus put it like this to people who had shown an interest in his teachings: If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free (John 8:31-32). Christ offers you freedom.       
4) God’s Gift of Love (v18-25) 

The search for a suitable helper for Adam begins. None of the animals can cure his loneliness. So the LORD God puts Adam to sleep (for an operation), takes one of his ribs, makes woman with it and presents her to the man. Did this really happen or is it fairytale? I believe it happened, and God did it like this for good reason. And Adam’s words reveal it. It symbolises equality: she was made from the same stuff – bone of my bones. It symbolises intimacy: she was taken from his side – not for him to trample on or rule like an animal – she was taken out of man. God gives the first humans the gift of love. But you might object: “Love isn’t mentioned!” That’s true, but the ingredients of love are here. We find appreciation and attraction – woman is the suitable partner for man. We find exclusive commitment – leaving father and mother and uniting to his wife. We find sexual intimacy – and the two will become one flesh. 
Prof. Richard Dawkins, a professed atheist can’t deny the fact of love, but neither can he attribute it to God. So he describes love as a product of highly complicated equipment of some sort. That doesn’t sound very romantic, reassuring or convincing, does it? Imagine a groom on his wedding day saying to his wife, “My darling, my feelings for you are the product of highly complicated equipment!” When people claim not to believe in God, they find it very difficult to explain the origins of love (and life and beauty too).

The bible declares: God is love (1 Jn 4:8). We’re made in his image; we were made to love. Genesis 2 describes the primary relationship between male and female - marriage. I encourage those who are married to fufill God’s purpose through appreciating, loving and being faithful to your partner. Not everyone marries today, of course, but everyone is made to love and to be loved. It’s not good for any one to be alone. I recall a song by Simon and Garfunkel: I am a rock; I am an island – I touch no-one and no-one touches me. You weren’t created for that! Jesus came to redeem us from the isolation caused by sin: Love one another. As I have loved you…By this, all men will know that you are my disciples if you love one another (John 13:34-35).  
Conclusion
And I wonder, is this the way life’s meant to be?

Much of what we see in the world today isn’t what it was meant to be. We see wickedness and evil at every turn. God’s gifts have been abused. Paradise has been lost (more about that next week). But the amazing thing is that God hasn’t given up on us! He has sent his Son into the world as a Redeemer, to restore people to Paradise. Jesus Christ came to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good (Titus 2:14).
Yesterday I read of an example. The son of a prominent Hamas leader in the West Bank has left Islam and become a Christian. Masab Hassan Yousef, now called Joseph, has told his story in a number of recent interviews:

“Jesus is not going to give [the Palestinians] a political solution, but He has changed me and He can change those people to a better people. He can teach them how to forgive, how to love…Now, as it is, there is no hope for them but Jesus. It`s that simple.” 

So I want to end with a word to Christians: be eager to do what is good, through Christ’s strength – in life, labour (work), law (obeying Christ) and love (marriage and your neighbour).
And I want to end with a word to non-Christians: Jesus calls you to turn to and follow him. He can redeem your life, he can give you purpose, he can set you free, and he can give you love. He is what you need.

