god in search of man

Week 1 - Genesis 3

Every morning at my house, now that we’re in kindergarten, we have a little crisis that goes on. I say “crisis,” and even though I said “little,” it’s a crisis. Because every morning there’s something that happens between breakfast and when they leave to ride their bikes to school in which there is tears and anger and fear and anxiety, and I overreact and go and my son is in tears, and my wife is trying to patch everything up before we get going.
It’s this scenario. We’re all ready to go. I’ll say, “Buddy, go put your shoes on.” “I don’t know where they are.” I’ll say, “There’s one right there. Put that on.” He refuses to do what everybody has to learn at some point—that in order to get a shoe on, you have to put your finger in the back of the shoe and get it in there. He’ll just stick his foot in an already tied shoe and wiggle it around until it can get all the way in there. Of course the back part of the shoe is sort of folded in. He’ll say, “Dad my shoe hurts.”
No matter how long it takes, no matter if it’s the most inefficient thing in the world. He’ll scoot around the house trying to get his shoes on. He’s got one of the shoes on—one sock and one shoe. I’m like, “Buddy, where’s your other shoe?” “I don’t know. In the garage.” We have this basket of shoes. “I can’t find it Dad.” And I’m like, “Buddy, it’s in there somewhere.” “I can’t find it!” He’s crying, tears and everything. A nightmare! This is shoes. We haven’t gotten to calculus. This is shoes. And they’re Velcro, too. This is a crisis we deal with every morning now.
I think in a lot of ways this sort of search is like how we perceive our own relationship with God, that in some way we have seen the evidence of other shoes. When you buy shoes you don’t buy one shoe. You buy both of them. You know they come in a pair. My son knows that his feet are designed to each have a shoe on them. And he only can find one. He knows because of past experience there have been shoes on both feet. But he can’t find it right now. So we go on this frustrating and difficult and sometimes really long and treacherous and sorrowful search for the other shoe.

I think a lot of times this is how we view our own understanding of what it looks like our relationship with God, that it is our job to go on this terrible and awful search to try and find him.
I want to read you one of the most famous passages in all the Bible. Then I want to deal with that sort of idea. Genesis 2. “The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground. He breathed the breath of life into the man’s nostrils and man became a living person. Then the Lord God planted a garden in Eden in the east and there he placed the man he had made. The Lord God made all sorts of trees grow up from the ground. Trees that were beautiful and produced delicious fruit. In the middle of the garden he placed the tree of life and the tree of knowledge of good and evil. The Lord God placed the man in the garden to tend over it and watch over it. Bu the Lord God warned, ‘You may eat freely of every fruit tree in the garden except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. If you eat its fruit you’re sure to die.’ Then the Lord God said ‘It’s not good for the man to be alone. I’ll make for him a helper who is just right for him.’ Then the Lord God made a woman and he brought her to the man. ‘At last,’ the man exclaimed. ‘Bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh,’” Which really just means she is really hot. That’s basically the rough Hebrew translation. And he says, looking at this woman, “This is awesome.” This is sort of the foundational story of the beginnings of humanity and how human beings are going to relate to and understand and misunderstand God.
We often talk about humanity on a search to find God. I would say this story appears to be the beginning of that story. Here’s what’s going on. There’s the man. God looks at this man and places him in a garden. And then of all the things that God notices in creation, he goes, “It’s awesome.” Everything is good except one thing. The man’s alone. So he brings to the man a woman in which he says, “Yeah. She’s hot!”
Then you have this sort of scenario. If you ever read this story before, this is the sort of setup for what we would call the Fall. It’s the sort of familiar story you might know. Everything is awesome. Everything is fine. Then something happens. Genesis 3. “The serpent was the shrewdest of all the wild animals the Lord had made. One day he asked the woman, ‘Did God really say to you you must not eat of any tree in the garden?’ ‘Of course we may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden,’ the woman replied. ‘It’s only the fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden that we’re not allowed to eat. God said you must not eat it or even touch it or you will die.’ ‘You won’t die,’ the serpent replied to the woman. ‘God knows that your eyes will be open as soon as you eat it and you’ll be like God knowing both good and evil.’ The woman was convinced. She saw that the tree was beautiful and its fruit looked delicious and she wanted the wisdom it would give her so she took some of the fruit and are it. Then she gave some to her husband who was with her and he ate it, too. At that moment their eyes were open and they suddenly felt shame at their nakedness. So they sewed fig leaves together to cover themselves.”
This story, it’s sort of sad this story. I know it’s a lot. We sort of understand in some way that our lives are spent searching for God. But maybe the story of the Bible that the whole big picture of the Bible isn’t merely a picture of humanity struggling toward and trying to find God. Maybe we’ve got it backward. Maybe the story of the Bible is actually a story of God’s passionate pursuit of human beings, not the other way around. Maybe in some way God is in search of man.

Many of you are like, “What? That’s crazy.” You’re skeptical of the idea. Some of you are here for the first time in church. You spent the night at someone’s house. You came here and it’s like, “What is he saying? Why do they have a band in the middle of the room? Why don’t they use their stage like normal people? What do they do here? This is crazy. If God’s so real, how come I don’t see him or experience him the way people talk about him? Now you’re telling me he’s chasing or pursuing us.”
Others of you have been in church a long time. You probably have secretly or maybe not so secretly wondered, “Why does God seem so distant?” You’re trying to hear, follow, obey—whatever—whoever God is and I still don’t really get it. He seems so distant at times.
Some of us have heard this story of the Bible and have some ideas about it. Like God is always pretty much angry about everything. And that the human being’s job is basically to try to live your life without making him angry. Like he is just ready, a chained-up bull, and just let him go and it’s going to be a nightmare for everybody.

I want to give you a sense that maybe if that’s where you’re kind of coming from maybe you actually think God may be pursuing us but it’s because he’s angry. He’s like mall security. He gets in his car there and tries to chase you down. Maybe that’s how you perceive God.
Before the Pirates of the Caribbean came out and the monster, the giant squid thing that sort of slaps at the ship. There was another. In 1981 a movie came out called The Clash of the Titans. Maybe you’ve seen this movie. You say, “It’s the dumbest movie ever.” In this movie it’s a mythological story in which this guy Perseus is trying to save Andromeda. The story set up with the gods, he’s really angry so he releases the last of the Titans called the Kraken. The Kraken runs out and he smashes the town, the people and causes terror and everything like that. That strikes fear into the hearts of humanity. You can see it’s kind of a cross between Godzilla and King Kong and also like a mermaid or something like that. He’s got four arms, which evidently is real scary. He comes over and eats a person off the rocks, that’s how the Kraken is dealt with. He’s angry, smashes stuff.
I want to show you a scary super up-close face. When I was like 6 years old I thought this is the scariest creature ever; they didn’t have awesome computer animation like they do now. There were moments when this guy’s battling giant scorpions. It’s just the worse special effects. But at 6 years old I was amazed.
We imagine a lot of times that God is like this angry Kraken and at some point, because we do something crazy or so awful, that he’s just going to come and try to eat me and stuff like that.
When God shows up, we’ve got this picture, some of us do, that he’s angry. I’m not sure I want him to search for me and try to find me because when he’s trying to find me he’s mall security. He’s trying to kill me. He’s after me. He’s just waiting for this.

If you’ve read the Bible, you know there are times when God feels and appears and does act like this crazy unpredictable monster. I don’t deny that. I don’t have time to deal with some of the questions that deal with that. But there is this sort of picture of God of the Bible who is angry.
But that’s not the only story in the Bible, there is so much more to this story than just God who seems angry. That’s not the only story.
I’m going to read the story we just read again only with a slightly different lens. Let me tell you how I would tell the story again. My oldest kids ride bikes; my 5-year-old is really good. For a 5-year-old he’s like really good. To other 5-year-olds he’s like really confident; my 3-year-old can ride bikes, too. We live on this alley where we sort of hang out. All sort of live out there. You’ve heard me talk about it before. We all kind of hang out right there. Now, my 5-year-old decides he’s old enough and confident enough on a bike that he should go for his own bike ride. 
So we’re all out there playing and everybody’s hanging out. Until somebody says, “Where’s Dillon?” And I’m like, “I don’t know.” So I go to my neighbors: “Have you guys seen Dillon?” They say they haven’t seen him. I go to my other neighbors, “Have you guys seen Dillon?” We have no idea where he went.
We checked if he was in his room. No. We don’t know where he is. All of a sudden it starts to become a little bit more worrisome. We start to panic a little bit. We start running to all the different houses. Our neighbors say, “Do you want us to help look for him?” I start walking around the neighborhood. “Has anybody seen a little boy on a bike? Anybody seen this kid? He thinks he’s like super on a bike. Has anybody seen this kid?” Nobody says yes.
So we start worrying about it. All of a sudden he turns up at a neighbor’s house one alley over, at another neighbor’s house we don’t really know. He’s in the garage. He’s playing with his kids, a sixth-grader. We don’t know the family. I see him and I have what you might expect a reaction: total relief, I hug him. I cannot be more excited to see him. Total relief.
Then immediately total anger. Like, “I have to punish you now. Dude, I love you, I’m so glad you’re here and safe and not in some crazy’s panel van driving through the streets somewhere.” Literally, I’m like, who has a van around here; they probably stole him. That’s literally what you think.
I’m like, I love you so much but now we have to deal with this. Of course I punish him after I hug him because I love him. You can tell that story only as how an angry father reacted to his son. You can tell the story of how Jeff punished his son Dillon. You can tell the story that way.
But there are also other dimensions of the story. Which is this is a story about how Jeff, the father, loves his son who was lost. You can tell that story in that framework. If you frame it that way, the story of the Bible begins to take on different shape than just God is angry and he’s trying to kill you. He is searching for people who are lost. Yes, there may be things that sort of frustrate or anger him. But the bigger picture isn’t just anger. It’s about love.
Let’s read some of the story again. “So she took some of the fruit and ate it. Then she gave some to her husband who was with her and he ate it too. At that moment their eyes were open and they suddenly felt shame at their nakedness so they sewed fig leaves together to cover themselves. When the cool evening breezes were blowing the man and his wife heard the Lord walking about in the garden so they hid from the Lord among the trees. Then the Lord God called to the man. ‘Where are you?’”
A couple things kind of going on here, the Kraken sounds like a crazed maniac. It’s a man and his wife in the garden and they hear sounds. They hear God coming.
Here’s what’s also interesting. How did they know it was God? It couldn’t be anyone else. They recognized him right away. They heard him walking. What kind of sound does God make when he’s walking?
My own kids, when we go for a walk, now that it’s fall and the leaves start to fall and they’re little bit more crunchy, I take my kids for a walk every single week. Every single leaf they see, they try to jump on it to crunch. Along the sidewalk where the grass meets the sidewalk, there’s always bunches of leaves there—they try to walk only on those crunchy leafs. Anybody ever do this? The farther along the fall goes, the louder our walks actually get.
Does God walk through in such a way they go, “That sounds like God coming”? Like they know him before. There’s actually some level of implied closeness here. It’s at least neighborly. You know when your neighbor two doors, three doors down starts his car. You know what his car sounds like. You know what it sounds like because there’s been some level of intimacy, which God seems to have done this before. They heard him walking and they hid.
They’ve heard this noise before and they knew it was him. There is some level of implied closeness. He comes walking in the garden and now they hide. Then the Lord God calls to the man, “Where are you?”
A smart person in the room would say, “Does God not know where he is? Isn’t he God?” The answer is yes, he knows where he is. The question isn’t for God. It’s for someone else. The question is intended for the person who hears that question to answer it themselves. God already knows where the man is. So he says to the man “Where are you?”
And he makes Adam say it out loud. “I heard you. I hid. I was afraid. I was naked.” There are multiple levels of nakedness going on here. The one we focus on is this one. That level of being emotionally exposed. Spiritually made raw.
Have you had the experience of something revealed you didn’t want revealed? Here’s the best analogy I can think of. Have you ever had the experience where you’re with your friend and that person accidently divulges that you have a crush from that person directly across from them?
We typically cover it up. This is what’s going on. On a much more serious level. Something has been revealed to God without Adam really wanting to reveal it. He and his wife are hiding. They don’t want anything that they’ve done to be revealed. God is like, “Where are you? I already know about the situation that we’re not talking about. Where are you?”
Verse 10. “He replied, ‘I heard you walking in the garden so I hid. I was afraid because I was naked.’ ‘Who told you you were naked?’ the Lord God asked. ‘Have you eaten from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat?’”
You get this “where are you?” Then Adam says, “I was afraid because I was naked.” Then God asked the question. “Who told you you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat?” Adam freezes. Look what his next answer is, “The man replied, ‘It was the woman.’” Typical guy. God says, “Did you eat the fruit?” He goes, “It was the woman.” A second ago she was hot. Now she’s a nightmare. What’s the deal with her?
Look what the next line is: “… the woman you gave me.” He’s actually saying, “God, it’s your fault she ended up being such a nightmare. She was cool for a while.” This is his reaction. He basically blames God. “It was the woman who you gave me who gave me the fruit.” Not just the woman, but the woman you gave me who gave me the fruit and I ate it. “Then the Lord God asked the woman, ‘What have you done?’ ‘The serpent deceived me so I ate it.’” Like no one takes responsibility. Everybody knows what’s going on. The man knows. The woman knows, God knows. Everybody knows what’s going on and no one says it. It was the woman… or it was you, God, because you made the woman… or it was the serpent… no one ever takes responsibility for their own actions.

Remember chapter 2. Everybody has everything they need. It’s a wonderful place. God says, “Eat from the trees all that you want. Except for this one, you shall die. Everything else is great.”
Everybody’s like, “That sounds pretty reasonable. We have delicious fruit. Everything’s great, She’s hot. We hang out. It’s wonderful. We’re like a newlywed couple.” Now all of a sudden something happens. There’s no problem there. Look at this again.
What did the snake ask the woman? “Did God really say to you you must not eat of any of the trees in the garden?’ [And she corrects him.] ‘Of course we can. We can eat the fruit from any of the trees in the garden,’ the woman replied. ‘Only the fruit from the tree in the middle of the garden we’re not allowed to eat. God said you must not eat it or even touch or you will die.’ ‘You won’t die,’ the serpent replied to the woman. ‘God knows that your eyes will be open as soon as you eat it and you’ll be like God knowing both good and evil.’”
The serpent created something within the woman that she had never experienced before. The sense that something was missing. Something was lacking in her life. Human beings had everything they ever could have needed. Now all of a sudden he creates this, “Are you sure it’s everything you could have wanted or needed?” Now something is lacking. You can have everything except this one thing. Isn’t that one thing the thing you really, really want? They didn’t know they were lacking anything until they had this conversation.
So they eat. They realize they don’t have enough of whatever it is that God provided, so we eat. Then they hide. They no longer want to be seen. Remember most of the way we perceive God is that he’s someone to be searched for our whole lives. Only, in this story, who runs and who hides and who wants to be not discovered? Human beings.
The way this story is intended is that every person in the world will read themselves into this story as the human beings and go, “I’m that man. Or I’m that woman.” That they’d be able to say, “This is my own story. This is me. I’m that guy. I’m that woman. I’m totally like that.” That’s exactly the way we’re supposed to read it. God is the one walking in the garden seeking to find out what happened and gets the conversation going. The man and woman are the ones who run and hide. It’s not him who runs. It’s us who run. We run. We hide. I run, and I hide.

Where does the act of sin take place in the story? Most everybody would say, when they ate the fruit. They listened to the snake and they eat the fruit, then all of a sudden some level of sin happened. That’s true. Some level of disobedience happens right there.

But another way to consider it is this. What does the snake promise to them that will happen to them if they eat the fruit that God doesn’t want them to eat? They’ll be like God. The promise that they snake made is, “Don’t you want to be like God?” They say that sounds pretty awesome and the fruit from that tree that tells us we can be like God. Yes I want to be like that. I want to be like God.
So all of a sudden they begin to start eating and trying to be like God. The issue of sin for this story and the rest of the Bible has less to do with moral rightness and moral wrong and more to do with this attitude right here. I want to be my own God. I am my own God. That’s the real issue here. Not just someone who doesn’t sin or does all the right things, someone who doesn’t do the wrong things. That’s not the question here. The question is, “Are you your own god?” That seems to be the issue that God’s getting after here. In some ways when we walk down this road a little bit and we realize we’re not actually God. We start to do what most human beings start to do: We hide it and cover it up. Some of us will do great things. Some of us will do sort of wrong things and cover them up, blaming our circumstances. Some of us have things we hide.
When the man and the woman realize they are naked, they take some fig leaves and they make incredibly comfortable clothes out of fig leaves. I’m guessing fig leaves are comfortable. They start making these fig leaves coverings. It’s not enough because they still hide.
I guess what I say is we’re talking about emotional and spiritual nakedness. There’s some things that we use in our lives to cover up things we’re ashamed about, that are not sufficient.
Some of you guys yesterday you took the psat. Some of you did real well. The psat is one of those things—there’s some National Merit Scholar applications going on there. Some of you will say, if I do really well, if my grades are awesome, if my psat score and sat score are awesome, then the stuff I really have to wrestle with in my life can be covered up, I don’t have to deal with it. I can hide behind those things.
Some of us will say if I have enough attention from everybody in my school who knows me and recognizes me and sees me walking around, then I can cover up the things in my life that are really hurting wounds in my life. I don’t have to deal with those things. Because I have enough connection and attention. I don’t need anybody else.

Some of us in this room will wonder, if I have enough touchdowns or points or blocks or assists or goals or a certain time for my 100-meter—if I have all those sorts of athletic achievement skill things next to our name in the newspaper, then that should be good enough to cover up all the other things going on in my life. In some small way or another. I may be a wreck but look at this.
Those are a little bit of fig leafs. Most of the time we use those things. We don’t have to deal with the real deep or scary questions in our life, particularly this one: Where are you?
I don’t think we spend a lot of time wondering about that. Where we are. We simply try to hide, covering ourselves with things that are insufficient that make us feel like we’re good enough. It says this in verse 20: “Then the man Adam, he and his wife Eve the mother of all, [By the way, the name Adam means “dirt” or “soil.” So when you say all men are dirt, there’s your biblical basis, ladies.] verse 21, “And the Lord God made clothing from animal skins for Adam and his wife.”
There’s something kind of interesting here. God does a really strange thing. God makes clothes for the people. He’s sort of this divine tailor. In some way, the fig leaf clothes that they were wearing were not sufficient enough. So God has to do something that they cannot do for themselves. And he covers their shame in something else. Some new clothes that only he could make.
This means we cannot do enough, create enough, we cannot be clever enough, or achieve enough to cover up the shame we feel in our lives. That belongs to God. His search for us is about doing the things that we cannot do. He comes for us to do the things in our lives that we cannot do because we are not gods.
That’s what God is all about. The project of God from the beginning of the Bible to the end of the Bible is his search for humanity.
I want to read you a part of the Bible. We read it at Christmas. It’s called the Incarnation. That means the becoming of flesh. This is talking about Jesus coming in to the world. Think about this and all that we’ve been talking about today, God’s search for man. John 1:9-14. “The one who is the true light gives light to everyone coming into the world. He came into the very world he created but the world didn’t recognize him. He came to his own people and even they rejected him. [The language of hiding and hunting.] But to all who believed and accepted him he gave the right to become children of God. They are reborn, not with a physical birth, the result of human passion or plan but a birth that comes from God. And so the word became human and made his home among us. He was full of love and faithfulness. We have seen his glory. The glory of the Father’s one and only Son.” He says the people rejected him. All people didn’t recognize him. And so he became human. And made his home among us. God’s search for humankind. God’s search for mankind culminates in the person of Jesus coming to walk among us.
If you think I’m just releasing the Kraken, I’m just wild and angry. There is this other picture I want you to get. God is searching for humanity to bring humanity back to himself. So God is in search of man.

One last story. Every time I get home I have this ritual with my daughter. She’s 3 years old. I walk in the door and I put my backpack down, or whatever, I walk in. I look for my kids. They’re usually watching TV or coloring or whatever. I walk in and I’ll go “Where’s my hug?” I sort of start off that way: Where’s my hug? My daughter will get up from whatever she’s doing and run away she’ll go, “Don’t hug me Dad.” I’ll kind of do this fake anger voice “Where’s my hug?” My daughter runs away, “Don’t hug me daddy, don’t hug me. Don’t get me.”
I say it again, “Where’s my hug?” I know she’s right there. I hear her giggle. In the course of this interaction if I just say, “I can tell that you don’t want me to hug you. Your words are saying you don’t want me to hug you so I will not do that. When you’re ready to hug me you may hug me.” Seriously, that’s the plan. “Dad, don’t hug me. Don’t chase me.” So I walk over to her and find her. She’s giggling. I’ll grab her end go, “I’m taking my hug!” I take her and I hold her real tight. She’s giggling and laughing. My son will come up and punch me in the kidneys. I hug her and I grab him.

This is the way it works. The terms of our relationship are not established by my daughter. Because if she established them—just a side note. Guys, evidently when girls say don’t call me. Don’t ever, ever talk to me again, that’s just code for, just try to talk to me a couple more times. This is where it starts, 3-year-old girls.
So I’m holding my kids. I establish the terms of our relationship. If I listen to them and they say, “Don’t touch me, don’t touch me,” something would be wrong.
Folks, I really know that’s not a perfect analogy, but I want you to understand that when they understand that the relationship for us is established and held by me, because I’m their father, that works, and they’re happy. In some way I search for my kids and I want them to be with me even though they might push away from me, I still want them to be held by me and loved by me.

I don’t know if you have a perception about God where he is always just about to blow up at you and be angry at you. But the picture we have in the Bible is we do have a God who is just and has punishment and anger. But you also have this picture of God who is searching after people to hold them and love them.

I hope you feel that tension as we go through this series, about a God who is in search of man.

Prayer:


God, thank you that you love us so much. That you would come to seek after us. That you would not let us simply be alone. That we could frame your story in the Bible about you being angry. This could be a story of a God who is angry. Or we could frame it another way. That this is a story of a God who is deeply in love with his creation, with humanity, with human beings. That’s what some of us need to hear for the first time, that you are in search of them. Maybe in some way spiritually or emotionally we tell the people around us, Don’t chase me. Maybe for the first time they get this picture that you chase after them. You don’t want them to be alone. But from the very beginning of creation you looked at the world and said it’s not for humans, this man to be alone. We were intended to be together, God, in some way, in some supernatural, some inexplicable way would you reveal yourself to us as one who searches for us. And though we might run way and though we might struggle to find some other way to live, would you give us this picture that you love us and that you’re searching for us wherever we might go? God, it’s in your name that we pray, Jesus. Amen.
