The History and Destiny of the Human Race #4

“In the Judgment of God”

Genesis 3:6-24
We live in a tragic world.

Violence both random and intentional, disease and accident, natural disaster—all of these take lives on a daily basis. The victims span all demographic categories; they are black and white, rich and poor, young and old, famous and unknown. Even those who are not personally affected by such tragedy often shake their heads and ask, Why?

Many people have no answers to that question. Even Christians are often guilty of falling on clichés that do not bring comfort or comprehension, such as “All things work together for good,” or “Some things we’re just not meant to understand—you just gotta have faith!” These statements possess a grain of truth, but slapping a pat answer on a terrible tragedy makes Christianity look at least cheap and at worst irrelevant.

I believe we can find answers to many of the life’s tragedies. While we may never know all of the specifics as to why things happen to certain people or why other people do terrible things to others, we can at least understand the basic cause of human misery. More than that, we also can find ultimate hope.

Over the past few weeks we have looked at the beginnings of our universe and the human race. Genesis chapters one and two reveal how everything was created by God, including the first man and woman. The first part of chapter three recounts the initial sin of Adam and Eve, despite all that God had provided for them. The remainder of chapter three records the effects of that first sin. As one resource puts it, “What a mournful chapter this is in the history of man! It gives the only true account of the origin of all the physical and moral evils that are in the world.”

In our last message we saw the first sin in human history recorded in Genesis 3:6, “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.” 
The remainder of Genesis 3 shows what it means to live in the judgment of God.

The Humbling Confrontation of Shame

First we see the humbling confrontation of shame in verses 7-13

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. 

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. But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?” 

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

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

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

Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” 

The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
Verse seven reveals the immediate consequence of sin: shame. Adam and Eve realized their nakedness and took measures to cover themselves. Their sin did not make them naked, for Genesis 2:25 states, “The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” No, their sin caused them to be ashamed of their nakedness. No longer innocent like children, they had a new awareness of themselves and of each other in their nakedness and shame.
 The serpent’s promise of their eyes being opened came true in a way, but it was a grotesque anticlimax to the dream of enlightenment.
 Chuck Swindoll observes, 
There was a sudden, shocking realization they were naked. Seems amazing to us, doesn’t it? You and I couldn’t be more aware of those times when we are naked. Just a half-opened zipper makes us blush. But remember the difference. Suddenly, those two became self-conscious. They’d never known those feelings before. You and I have never known anything else. What we read here in the Genesis account is the origin of self-awareness, self-concern, selfishness. If you read on you’ll see that they immediately began to look out for number one.

Yes, shame and blame were two of the immediate consequences of the fall of Adam and Eve.

In verse 8 they hear God walking through the garden (which, as we saw in our last message, seems to have been a regular practice), so they tried to hide. How pathetic! They really thought they could hide from Almighty God! Yet we try to do the same in different ways.

God asked, “Where are you?” Understand that God doesn’t ask questions because He needs information. Being God, He knows everything. Rather, He asks questions for our good, to give us the opportunity to face facts, be honest, and confess our sins.
 As the following verses reveal, that certainly did not happen.

Oh, no. When confronted with their sin, Adam and Eve played the first version of “The Blame Game” in verses 12-13. Adam blames God and the woman—anyone but himself—for his sin. Eve blames the serpent rather than herself.
 

As God probed deeper, Adam and Eve became increasingly more defensive. They hurled accusations at each other and then at God. “The woman…!” “The woman you gave me…!” “The serpent.…”
 There were plenty of excuses but no confessions.

In the beginning Adam blamed God for his troubles, and mankind has been blaming God ever since. From our vantage point, we can see what’s really going on. Adam is simply refusing to accept responsibility for his behavior. And when anyone refuses to accept responsibility for his behavior, he goes looking for somebody to blame. Adam chose God. So do we.
 I like how Ronald Youngblood sums it up: “In these earliest days of man’s relationship toward God, flight from responsibility quickly became a stampede.”

And this shaming and blaming is right up to date. We can become very ingenious in our superficial attempts both to lessen our sense of shame and to shift the blame onto others. “It’s my genes,” we say, “or my parental upbringing, or a congenital weakness that is not my fault.”

This was seen in a 1993 cartoon of Calvin and Hobbes. It begins with the two walking along and Calvin musing, “Nothing I do is my fault.” The next frame shows Hobbes scratching his whiskers as Calvin says, “My family is dysfunctional and my parents won’t empower me! Consequently, I’m not self-actualized!” Then we see Calvin, eyes shut and arms crossed, doing a poor me: “My behavior is addictive functioning in a disease process of toxic codependency! I need holistic healing and wellness before I’ll accept any responsibility for my actions!” Hobbes responds, “One of us needs to stick his head in a bucket of ice water.” The strip ends with Calvin walking on saying, “I love the culture of victimhood.”
 

“Victimhood” has become the fantasyland refuge of everyone from criminals to presidents to theologians who imagine that the blame for their conduct can be placed on some other person or thing or group. Buck-passing is the therapeutic trademark of the new millennium. Of course, as we saw in Genesis 3:8–13, the culture of victimhood has primeval roots in original sin. It is nothing new.

The Holy Condemnation of Sin

Following the humbling confrontation of shame we see the holy condemnation of sin in verses 14-19. God’s love for sinners in no way eliminates His holy hatred for sin, for while it’s true that “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 16), it’s also true that “God is light” (1 John 1:5). A holy God must deal with sin, for the good of the sinner and for the glory of His name.
 In these verses God deals with the sin of the serpent (Satan), the man, and the woman individually.
God addresses the serpent in verses 14-15,

So the Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” 

The serpent, the woman and the man were all judged, but only the serpent and the ground were cursed—the latter because of Adam.
 The serpent is told that it would crawl on its belly and eat dust from here on out. Many surmise that the serpent had been upright before this, and maybe even had arms and legs. While this is possible, it is not necessarily so, for it may be that the snake’s slithering is a symbol of defeat and humiliation.

There can be no doubt, however, that verse fifteen was intended as pivotal on this first human crisis. Far beyond God’s cursing “the serpent” above all cattle and all the beasts of the field and consigning his fate to “crawl on your belly” and “eat dust” was the divinely implanted hostility: “I will put enmity between your seed and her seed.” Then comes the most important but also the most disputed passage of all: “He [not ‘it’] shall crush to pieces your head, and you shall crush his [not ‘its’] heel.” The pronoun is a masculine singular independent personal pronoun in Hebrew. Yet some question, “Are the “seed” and “he” collective, or is either singular?” The question, we contend, is misdirected, especially if the divine intention deliberately wished to designate the collective notion that included a personal unity in a single person who was to obtain victory for the whole group he represented. He would deliver a lethal blow to the head of Satan while the best the serpent would be able or even permitted to do would be to nip the heel of this male descendant.
 Traditionally Genesis 3:15 has been called the protoevangelium (“first gospel”), because already as early as the second century A.D. scholars of the caliber of Justin Martyr and Irenaeus taught that the woman’s offspring referred to Christ who would some day defeat Satan himself.

The phrase “seed of the woman” is very unusual. In the Old Testament, “seed” is used to refer both to individual offspring and to descendants in general, yet the term is used almost exclusively regarding the man, referring to his sperm. Some scholars have concluded that this is the first reference to the virgin birth of Jesus. Whereas in human reproduction the sperm is delivered to the womb of the woman by the man; in the miraculous conception of Jesus, the seed came to the woman as a result of the Holy Spirit’s overshadowing her.

This prophecy was fulfilled when Satan would strike the heel of Christ (the suffering on the cross), but Christ would strike Satan’s head (through his death and glorious resurrection). All Christians participate in this, as Paul writes in Romans 16:20, “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.”

God addresses Eve in verse 16, “To the woman he said, ‘I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.’” I believe this is the most misinterpreted verse in the Old Testament, particularly the last half.

Every woman who has ever given birth to a child can attest to the first part of this verse. Giving birth—thought to be the greatest fulfillment of a woman in the ancient world—would now be painful and, at times, deadly. But it is that second half of the verse that raises issues: “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”
Most scholars and preachers interpret the desire of the woman in a sexual way, based on the use of the same Hebrew word teshuqah in Song of Solomon 7:10, “I belong to my lover, and his desire is for me.” Since both of these verses deal with the husband-wife relationship, such a connection is appropriate, right?

No, because such an interpretation does not fit the context of Genesis 3. For one, this verse is spoken in the context of judgment; how would the woman’s sexual desire for her husband be negative? Furthermore, that interpretation does not match the parallelism of the verse. The first half of the statement is connected to the second half. The woman’s “turning,” not “desire,” to her husband would result in the fact that he would “rule over” her.
 That word has the connotation of domination in a tyrannical way.

The other place we find this Hebrew word in the Old Testament provides the key to interpret this verse. A comparison of Genesis 3:16b and Genesis 4:7b will give us the answer. The Hebrew of these two verses is exactly the same, except for appropriate changes in person and gender. Notice the entirely different translation of 4:7b: “its [sin’s] desire is for you [Cain], but you must master it.” Sin’s desire for Cain was one of possession or control. The desire was such that Cain should master it, wrestle with it and conquer it; it required an active struggle. Either sin, with its desire for Cain, or Cain will emerge the victor; God’s words (“and you must master it”) do not determine the winner.

In addition to identical language, the proximity of Genesis 4:7 to Genesis 3:16 suggests that a similar grammatical construction would have similar meaning. As in Genesis 4:7, there is a struggle in Genesis 3:16 between the one who has the desire (wife) and the one who must/should rule or master (husband). Cain did not win his battle with sin, and the victory of the husband is not necessarily assured by God in Genesis 3:16. The “curse” here describes the beginning of the battle of the sexes. After the fall, the husband no longer rules easily; he must fight for his headship. The woman’s desire is to control her husband (to usurp his divinely appointed headship), and he must master her, if he can. Sin has corrupted both the willing submission of the wife and the loving headship of the husband. And so, the rule of love founded in paradise is replaced by struggle, tyranny, domination, and manipulation.

Experience corroborates this understanding of God’s judgment on the woman. If the words, “and he shall rule over you,” are understood in the indicative, they are not true. As Cain did not rule over sin, so not every husband rules his wife. Wives have desires contrary to their husbands’ and often have no desire (sexual or psychological) for their husbands. But wives do have a desire, whether overt or covert, conscious or unconscious, to control or manipulate their husbands.
 All of this because of sin.

Finally God addresses Adam in verses 17-19,

To Adam he said, “Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, ‘You must not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.”
Initially God judges the man in connection with the role that characterizes him as man. He would be the breadwinner for the family but he would be forced to wrest food from the soil by the sweat of his brow. He would literally work himself to death and in doing so his “painful toil” would match the pains of his wife (the same Hebrew term).

Ultimately God pronounces the death sentence on mankind. Yet Adam did not die physically the day that he ate. He did not die until more than nine hundred years later. So what did God mean when He said to them, “On the day you eat of the fruit, you will surely die”?  In the Bible, death is separation.
 We tend to think in terms of physical death, which is a separation of the spirit and the soul, from the body. Ecclesiastes 12:7 says, “Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.” But there is more to death than physical separation.

Francis Schaffer points out the various separations that are caused by sin. He speaks first of the spiritual separation between God and man:

It underlies all other separations, not only in eternity but right now. Man no longer has the communion with God he was meant to have. Therefore, he cannot fulfill the purpose of his existence—to live God with all his heart, soul, and mind…

This is followed by a natural outgrowth of this separation from God, which is the “sociological separation” which occurs between people. Furthermore, man has fear. Man has psychological problems. How does a Christian understand these? Primarily as the abnormal separation of man from himself. Man’s basic psychosis is his separation from God carried into his own personality as a separation from himself. Thus we have self-deception. There is also the separation of man from nature, as seen in these verses. Man has lost his full dominion, and now nature itself is often a means of judgment. And then this separation of man from himself finds its ultimate fulfillment at physical death, the separation of the soul from the body. Schaeffer concludes,

Man’s sin causes all these separations between man and God, man and himself, man and man, and man and nature. The simple fact is that in wanting to be what man as a creature could not be [i.e., “like God,”], man lost what he could be.

All of this is involved in “death.”

Finally Adam and Eve are banished from the Garden of Eden in verses 22-24,

And the Lord God said, “The man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever.” So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the man out, he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.
Having been corrupted by sin leading to death on multiple levels, God could not risk Adam and Eve eating from the tree of life and remaining in their sinful state forever. So He banished them from the garden and kept an angel to keep anyone from reentering.

The Hopeful Confirmation of Salvation

This all seems so tragic and terrible—and it is—and we might be tempted to give up any hope at all. Yet in verses 20-21 we see the hopeful confirmation of salvation. In verse 20 we read, “Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living.” As a sign of grace in the midst of judgment, God allowed the human race to continue.
 We think here of Carl Sandburg’s definition of a baby: “God’s opinion that the world should go on.”

Sure, in response to the couple’s sin, God judged the woman to suffer anguish in childbirth and the man to endure toil in earning a livelihood. He even cursed the ground. Seems awfully harsh, doesn’t it? But Adam and Eve didn’t immediately die. God had every right to wipe the slate clean and start over. But instead, He granted them mercy.

The second hopeful confirmation of salvation is found in verse 21, “The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.” God removed their flimsy man-made garments and clothe them with acceptable garments that He Himself provided. Innocent animals had to die so that the man and woman might have a new beginning and be back in fellowship with the Lord. It’s a picture of what Jesus did for sinners on the cross when He died for a sinful world.

The divine oracles—the curse and the judgment—in the garden were strangely interwoven with grace. Indeed, paradise was lost. Depravity and death became the lot of all humanity. But the curse and the judgments given as they were meant that paradise could be regained—by grace.

Adam and Eve sinned in spite of God. Now they stood in the judgment of God. But it is judgment tempered by mercy and grace. When God calls, “Where are you?” this is actually the first sign of grace. God seeks them. They have not been abandoned. And history will be the story of God seeking and calling while people are running and hiding. God has not stopped calling. Not yet. If you hear his voice today, don’t delay but come.

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.”
 
Yes, mankind has made the mess in which we now live. But mankind is unable to get themselves out of it. Only God can do that. And He has gone to great lengths to do so. We must be willing to come to Him.
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