6th September – Genesis
Good morning all, and welcome to our service today.  I want to open with a reading from Psalm 34:
1 I will extol the Lord at all times;
    his praise will always be on my lips.
2 I will glory in the Lord;
    let the afflicted hear and rejoice.
3 Glorify the Lord with me;
    let us exalt his name together.
4 I sought the Lord, and he answered me;
    he delivered me from all my fears.
5 Those who look to him are radiant;
    their faces are never covered with shame.
6 This poor man called, and the Lord heard him;
    he saved him out of all his troubles.
7 The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him,
    and he delivers them.
8 Taste and see that the Lord is good;
    blessed is the one who takes refuge in him.
Let us pray.  Lord, we praise you and glorify your name, for you are good.  When we are joyful, you rejoice; when we have trouble, you are there with us.  We lift the service to you today, and ask that you would open our ears and our eyes to see you and to know you and to worship you better.  Amen.

Sing:  Blessed be your name

Today I want to start a new series.  And it’s going to be a long one!  Because we are going to start a series that goes through all the books of the Bible (hopefully!).  While we might look at some individual passages, and some individual stories, we are looking more at an overall picture of what it’s all about.  We might cover some stories we know well, but I hope we will also touch on some bits we don’t know as well.  And it would be really good, as we go through this, for you to be reading some of these things in your Bibles at home.  So what I will do is, each week in the newsletter I will give you a selection of chapters to read in the Bible throughout the week.  We’ll also be following this through in Bible Studies, so please do join us in those if you can – there is much more to the Bible than we can talk about in half an hour on a Sunday morning!
If you’re reading the Bible for the first time, it is generally recommended that you start with one of the Gospels.  But I’m going to assume that for most of us today, we aren’t reading it for the very first time.  So we will start at the very beginning – and I always have to add at that point in the sentence, ‘it’s a very good place to start’.

We start our exploration of the Bible with Genesis – which literally means, ‘beginnings’.  And today I’m going to concentrate on the first 11 chapters, which are known as the ‘origins’ stories.  These are the universal stories about the beginnings of the world, before the Bible narrows its focus down to Israel.  

A quick overview, then, of these 11 chapters.  God creates the world, creates man (Adam and Eve), and it is very good.  He puts Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, where they have everything they could want, but there is a tree in the garden from which the man and woman are forbidden to eat.  Of course, they do eat from it, and then everything begins to go wrong – they are kicked out of the garden and destined to die, their eldest son murders their youngest, and a much later descendent gets into a fight and also murders someone.  Time goes on, and as the human race expands they become more and more wicked.  God regrets that he made them, and decides to wipe them out, saving only one good man, called Noah, and his family, because the Bible says “Noah walked with God”.  We know the story well, how Noah built a big ark, took the animals inside it, and God sent a flood to wipe out everything on the land.  When the waters finally dropped and Noah came out onto the land, God made a covenant with him and with all the living creatures, a promise that he would never again send a flood to destroy the whole earth.  He set a rainbow in the sky as a reminder of that promise.
Noah wasn’t perfect, because it seems that once he was back on dry land he planted a vineyard and got drunk.  One of his sons, Ham, went and told the others – it seems he was rather disrespectful of his father, because when Noah finds out he curses Ham’s son Canaan.  I point that out because Canaan and his descendants form the majority of the enemies of Israel in later stories.
The beginning of chapter 11 brings in another story, the story of Babel.  God had told the people to spread out throughout the world, but these people wanted to stay in one place and show off, so they planned to build a huge tower.  God saw them all working together against his instruction, so he confused their language so they couldn’t talk to each other any more, and they were scattered across the earth.

The final part of chapter 11 begins to concentrate us down to a single story; the descendants of one of Noah’s sons, Shem.
Now the first thing I want to say about this story, I have to emphasise is my own understanding.  These 11 chapters have been the subject of much debate, and there are many different views even within this church!  But as I understand it, these stories were not written as a scientific explanation of creation and early human history.  There are points which actually correlate very well with science, and it is well worth investigating if you have a mind to.  It is by no means unscientific or anti science – but what it is, is pre-scientific.  It is difficult for us to get our heads around, but the people who wrote these stories down did not think in the same way we think.  They were not interested, as we are, in the ‘what, when, how’ of creation.  Those are scientific questions that did not bother the early people.  In my opinion, when we start looking to the Bible to answer these sorts of questions it is like reaching for an encyclopaedia to tell us whether we should look for a new job.  You might find it interesting, you might even find it helpful, but ultimately – it is not what it was written for.
Let me tell you a story.  We went on holiday last week.  We went to the Isle of Wight on the ferry from Southampton, we stayed in a caravan in a place called Rookley which it turns out is fairly well in the middle of the island.  We visited the steam railway, the Needles, the Isle of Wight zoo, the beach, a dinosaur museum and a farm.  We came home on the ferry.  That story is full of facts, but does it really tell you what our holiday was like?

Let me try again.  We went on holiday last week.  We took a ferry from Southampton, where we met up with Tony’s brother, sister-in-law and nephew.  We had lunch when we arrived in the Isle of Wight, it was awful!  The service in the restaurant was appalling even though it was mostly empty; but luckily they had an outside play area the kids could play in.  The caravan was missing half its equipment, the weather was not very kind to us, the Needles I thought were really boring but nothing like as boring as the dinosaur museum!  The ferry was 2 hours late coming home and we were really worried about how a 2 year old was going to cope stuck indoors on board for an hour when it was past his bedtime!  That gives you a bit more of an idea of our holiday, even though I’ve missed a few bits out.  It is also quite a negative view.

Let me try again.  We went on holiday last week, with Tony’s family.  We sat outside on the ferry on the way there, where we laughed at the wind whipping around us.  When we got a day of sunshine, we went to the beach.  The girls dug for cockles in the sand and I got to spend a precious half hour sitting in the sun in peace, where I really had time with God for the first time all week as I picked up the stones and shells, stared at the clouds and just rejoiced in his creation and his goodness.  The girls and I prayed every night for Tony’s strength and he was able to join in with most of what we did.  The day before we were due to come home, we found out the ferry was going to be delayed, and we panicked a bit!  I don’t like driving at night, and the thought of not getting home till midnight horrified me, while for Sarah the thought of an hour on the ferry with a 2-year-old past his bedtime was terrifying.  That night I prayed, remembering my sermon a few weeks ago where I suggested we should just bring God our problems and leave them in his hands.  I prayed that he would not let us be too late getting home, and that Daniel would be ok on the journey.  As I prayed, God brought to my mind the DVD player we had taken with us; we spent the ferry crossing watching Thomas the Tank Engine DVDs and didn’t hear a peep out of Daniel, then arrived home before 11pm!  God really does answer prayer.
Do you see how the way of telling the story changes the message?  You heard the facts, you heard what was a deliberately negative view of what happened, and then you heard a story of God’s faithfulness in a time of difficulty.  This is how Genesis works – it is a story about God, not a list of facts or even feelings.

But if these chapters are not a work of science, what are they?  Well, what they are, is a work of theology.  Theology takes our experience and thinks about it in the light of God.  In these stories, the Israelites are saying something about who God is, and who people are in relation to him.  The stories from their past, ‘long, long ago and far away’, many of which are common to various different cultures (as they should be if they describe universal events that really happened), are written down under the influence of the Holy Spirit in a way that conveys truths about God.

Imagine you were one of the Israelites thinking about creation.  What are some of the questions you might be asking yourself?  
You are surrounded by people with certain beliefs about creation, all of them polytheistic (involving many gods).  The prevailing tradition is that of a creator-god who had to fight and kill a hostile monster to create the world.  Is that really what happened?  The stories you have heard from your family say no.  This wasn’t the work of many gods, it was the work of one God.  It wasn’t the result of a conflict, it was a deliberate act of God’s goodness.  The sun, moon and stars aren’t deities but creations made by the one God, as are the animals.  
If everything is created by the same God, where do we come in?  What makes humans different?  Well, humans were the pinnacle of God’s creation.  We weren’t made last as an afterthought, but the earth had been prepared for us before we were created.  We are the only creatures made in God’s image (how we are the image of God is still a subject of debate) and are given authority and stewardship over the earth.  We are able to relate to God in a way the animals cannot, and are to care for the good world that has been created.  We are important in God’s plan.
But the world isn’t good?  And people aren’t good?  The story of a good creation and a good creator doesn’t gel with our experience.  Well, right back at the beginning there was evil in the world – evil with no power but the power of suggestion, one of the creatures created by God and subject to man.  And God tested the people he had made – would they obey him, or would they listen to the voice of rebellion and give in to temptation?  The people gave in to temptation, in the same way that every person in the world has done from time to time, ever since.  And it caused a curse on the earth, work became a punishment, childbirth became a pain, the relationship with God was broken, sin became more and more a part of life and death was the final result.  Now we live in a world clouded by sin and broken relationships.
So did God give up on us then?  Not at all.  He made clothes for Adam and Eve and even protected Cain after he murdered his brother.  When he finally decided to wipe out the corruption and wickedness on the earth he still saved not only the righteous Noah, but his undeserving family as well.  When the people joined together again to challenge his supremacy by building themselves an enormous tower to make a name for themselves, instead of striking them all down he scattered them across the earth.  So we can see that even though he hates wickedness, he still cares about humanity.  Even in his worst punishment he holds back so that the human race is not totally destroyed.  Even in our worst sin he does not abandon us.  When we undergo punishment, we still have hope in him.
Don’t misunderstand me.  I’m not saying there are no consequences for sin, I’m not saying God does not punish.  ‘The Lord disciplines those he loves’.  But his punishment comes with a purpose, and is filled with grace.  He does not punish out of revenge, but out of love and a desire for good.  Death came into the world in the beginning, not because God was angry with the sin but because he could not allow Adam and Eve, or us, to spend eternity in a life of sin.  That, not death, would have been the ultimate evil.  
These are the stories right back at the beginning of the Bible.  The Old Testament God is often seen as a God of wrath and punishment, and yet we can still see traces of his grace and love.  We can still see his care for the people he has made, his sorrow at their wickedness, his reluctance to destroy.  The God who stays his hand in the punishment of Adam and Eve, who protects the murderous Cain, who saves Noah’s family, is a God who is “Slow to anger, abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion”.  
He is the God who came down to earth in the person of Jesus:
5 But he was pierced for our transgressions,
    he was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was on him,
    and by his wounds we are healed.
6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray,
    each of us has turned to our own way;
and the Lord has laid on him
    the iniquity of us all.  (Isaiah 53:5-6)
He has borne our guilt and our punishment, and we need not be afraid.  Yes, there will be a reckoning for the wickedness in the world – but that is a reckoning yet to come.  As he provided garments to Adam and Eve to cover up their shameful nakedness, he provides us with robes of righteousness to cover our sin; as he marked Cain as under his protection, he marks us with the seal of the Holy Spirit; as the ‘blameless’ Noah was able to take his family into the Ark and save them, so the sinless Jesus carries us safely through the storms of our lives and keeps us from God’s wrath.
The story of Adam and Eve and the apple is often known as ‘the fall’.  The fall from what?  I don’t know about you, but my immediate response is ‘the fall from grace’.  It’s such a well-known phrase.  But it’s not true.  They did not fall from grace – they fell into it.  Paul writes to the Romans:

Where sin increased, grace increased all the more, 21 so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Adam and Eve had no need of grace when they lived in Eden, in harmony with God and with each other.  And we, if we live a perfect life, have no need of it either.  But we don’t.  We all sin, we all fall, we all face the consequences.  But through Jesus, we have the choice – will we fall into God’s grace, or out of it?  Will we accept the loving care of God in the midst of our sin, and fall on our knees before him in repentance to receive his forgiveness?  Or will we insist on going our own way, in sin and wickedness, and bear our own punishment?

This is the question that these chapters ask us.  Don’t get distracted by the ‘what, when, how?’  Instead, as you read these opening chapters of the Bible, ask ‘who, and why?’  You will find the answer – God, and grace.
Let us pray.
As we read these stories, Lord, we recognise that just like Adam and Eve we have disobeyed you and followed our own desires.  As we take a moment now to confess those times to you, we pray for your forgiveness and for your strength to stand against the temptations that assail us.  Lord, we thank you and praise you that while we were still sinners, you loved us.  Thank you that even in your discipline, you care for us and always want what is best for us.  Thank you for the forgiveness offered to us through Jesus’ death on the cross, and that one day we will be restored to that place of perfect relationship with you.  
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit; as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.
377 Love divine, all loves excelling

We come to our time of prayer, as we ask God’s blessing on those people and situations on our hearts today.

Lord, as we have been hearing those stories of creation, we lift that creation to you.  We lift to you the troubles of the world; environmental issues, climate change, man’s destruction of your world.  Teach us to take seriously our role as your workers in this world and care for your creation.

…

Lord, we lift to you those throughout the world, our fellow-humans who are struggling through sickness, famine, conflict, or economic difficulty.  May they know your grace, your care and your provision.

…

Lord, we lift to you those close to us, our families and friends, who are in need of you today.  As we bring them to mind may they know your love and compassion, your healing, your comfort, your provision, your blessing.
…

We pray too for those close to us who do not know you.  Would you draw them to yourself, that they might rejoice with us in your loving grace.

…

Finally, Lord, we pray for our country as we continue to deal with the ongoing pandemic.  Grant us strength, courage, wisdom in our own lives as we seek to stay safe and to keep others safe.  Bless those in leadership and help them to know the right way forward.  May we not give up doing what is right, but trust in you in all things.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.

Our final hymn reminds us that whatever we are going through, Jesus is Lord!

290 Jesus is Lord!
