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MOVING EAST OF EDEN (Genesis 3:1-4:15)

I want to talk today about sin—my sin and your sin. I don’t talk much on sin because it’s all some preachers talk about. Just in case you wonder where I stand on sin, let me say clearly, “I’m against it.” What does the Bible say besides “I’m against it”? We hear in the first eleven chapters of Genesis about the beginning of sin.

“Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden” (4:16). Cain—the first child of the first couple on earth--leaves the presence of God and settles in the land of Nod, east of Eden. “Nod” means “wandering, homelessness, restlessness” This is not just the story of the first son of the first parents. It’s my story and your story, too. How did Cain end up in Nod, east of Eden? And how did we? Not only does John Steinbeck write of life East of Eden, but so does the first book of our Bible. 

In chapters 1 and 2 of Genesis we see that God created everything, including persons, and that the creation was good—not perfect, but very good. In chapter 3 we see that we spoiled this creation through arrogance by trying to be our own gods. The serpent tempts the couple not with actions but with words by introducing doubts and questions: “You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of the tree your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (3:4-5). Before the Fall, we are united as obedient servants to God. After the Fall we are united in God’s sight by the common sin of arrogance. All of us are now arrogant and want to be our own gods. 


They heard the sound of the LORD God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD God among the trees of the garden. But the LORD God called to the man, and said to him, “Where are you?” (3:8-9). The man points the finger at the woman. The woman points her finger at the serpent. The serpent has no hand, and cannot point to anyone else. We’ve been pointing our finger at someone else ever since. 


We read in 3:24: [The LORD God] drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and turning to guard the way to the tree of life. Adam (“mankind”) and Eve (“living”) exit out the east gate of the garden and are not allowed to come home again. 

At least in Genesis 3 the humans are on the same side, although they are on opposite sides from God. The next eight chapters of Genesis reveal that this unity in sinful arrogance does not lead to greater brotherhood/sisterhood among us, but instead causes isolation and greater disruption to our relationship with the environment and to our relationships with others. Adam and Eve birth two sons: Cain (“produced” or “created”) and Abel (“breath” or “nothingness”). Here begins the story of the beginning of conflict between persons. 


Genesis 4 tells us in story form that the anger that leads to murder between brothers and sisters first begins as anger toward God. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his countenance fell (4:4b-5). Yes, anger toward God. Cain is angry because he thinks that God has blessed Abel and has not blessed Cain. The text does not tell us how Cain understood the displeasure of the divine and does not tell us why God chose one offering over the other. It does tell us that Cain’s anger toward God turns into anger toward his brother. What happens? Cain kills his brother Abel out of anger and jealousy. Cain’s damaged relationship with God leads to murder.

The Bible is clear—the Fall from our good relationship with God in chapter 3 is not just a story from the beginning of history but is my story and your story. Our diminished relationship with God produces anger in us that always damages our relationships with those living close to us.


LIVING IN NOD (Genesis 4:16-11:9)

After he murders his brother and blood spills on the ground he tills, Cain leaves the presence of the Lord and lives in the land of Nod, east of Eden (4:16). Nod is a location that is not a place--a description for wandering, homeless and restless persons. Outside of Eden, which is his real home, Cain attempts to build a new home in a city called Enoch.  Even though Cain starts over in Enoch, he brings himself and his personal baggage along (Don’t we all?) and brings disunity. According to 4:23-24, in the city of Enoch in the land of Nod, Lamech (the father of Noah) boasts of heavy-handed vengeance for minor offenses. Living in Nod, east of Eden, relationships continue to break down. Damaged relationships begin with Adam and Eve and continue between brothers and then fester between fellow citizens as violence increases.


In chapters 5 through 9, we see the progression of the development of cities in the land of Nod, but greater corruption also abounds to the point where God is grieved because of God’s children. And the LORD was very sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart (6:6). The flood is supposed to end this wickedness, and a remnant in Noah’s family will be saved. When the flood waters subside, however, the ark lands in a Nod-like place, not in Eden; for Nod is always the land east of Eden.


In chapters 10 and 11 we see a repopulating of the earth and the beginning of nations. East of Eden persons gather to “build ourselves a city and a tower” (11:4). Their interest in a city and tower is for fame (to make a name for ourselves), security (to protect us from enemies) and unity (to prevent a scattering). The result of the tower of Babel is not a greater brotherhood and unity, but a greater division among nations. Nations begin to wage war with one another for the rest of history, which demonstrates again that human efforts toward unity in the land of Nod always fail.


In the beginning, as Genesis tells us, persons live in Nod and move farther and farther from home, where the loving God longs for them to return. This wandering causes isolation between all of us--between husband and wife, between siblings, between fellow citizens, and between nations. The clear message is that all of these damaged relationships are the result of one damaged relationship—between us and God.


The first eleven chapters of Genesis is not just ancient history. It is my story and your story. We believe that as our knowledge and technology improve each year we move nearer to God. We believe in progress not only in technology but also in morality and in spirituality. These stories state clearly that the modern perception of human progress through civilization is a lie; for the theme is that in human history we move farther and farther away from a close relationship with God.


The reason for the deteriorating relationship is not God’s fault, but ours. The problem is not only the first person’s mistake, but our sin. We are out of relationship with God for one and only one reason. We sometimes call the problem sin, but that is associated with all the worldly pleasures that others enjoy but that we do not enjoy (at least in front of others). Our basic problem is arrogance—thinking too highly of ourselves before God and above other persons. Arrogance is trying to be my own god. The message of the Bible is in what the LORD says: “I am God and you are not.”
COMING HOME AGAIN (Matthew 4:1-11; Romans 5:12-19)

Like Cain and his descendants, we also live in Nod, the land of restlessness, homelessness, and arrogance. Must we live in Nod, east of Eden? The Bible’s message is that because of our sinfulness we are not able to go back home to Eden on our own. As a matter of fact, an angel with a flaming sword still stands at the gate. Try as we might, all ruts of human history run east toward Nod, not west toward Eden.

In the first eleven chapters of Genesis we do find hope, though. We have seen that at the beginning of human history, sin increases to avalanche proportions. The sin of Adam and Eve, Cain, Lamech, Noah’s generation, and the builders of the tower of Babel, create a widening chasm between God and us. As we move farther east of Eden, God reacts to these outbreaks of sin with judgments of increasing severity. 


Along with the theme of human sin and divine punishment, however, comes the theme of hope; for with the progressive divine judgment comes continued divine preservation (grace). Without this grace we could not travel at all. Adam  and Even are thrown out of Eden, but God sews clothes for them to hid their shame (3:21). Cain is cursed, but the Lord God puts a mark on Cain to protect him from other murderers. After the flood God seals a new covenant with the rainbow and promises no more floods. In every account we find both the judgments of God’s righteousness and also the preserving grace of Divine Graciousness.


Is there any hope for us who live in Nod, east of Eden? In Romans 5 Paul tells us that he knows the answer. If, because of the one man’s [Adam’s] trespass, death exercised dominion through that one, much more surely will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in life through the one man, Jesus Christ (5:17). When we have exhausted all of our resources to move back to Eden, what does Divine Mercy do? Paul says that God chooses one man and sends him west to a new Eden to make a new nation to save all the nations. God acts in history to turn persons around in the land of Nod and lead them back towards Eden. With Genesis 12 the Lord begins the return home with a couple named Abram and Sarai and finishes this work with someone named Jesus of Nazareth, the free gift of God. 


Jesus of Nazareth is not arrogant. You do not hear much about this quality of Jesus, but I see it clearly. In the wilderness of Nod Jesus refuses three temptations described in Matthew 4: to be relevant by making bread from rocks; to be spectacular by jumping off of a high place; and to be powerful by seizing the political process. Jesus refuses these temptations—to be relevant, to be spectacular, and to be powerful— because they, like the temptations in the Garden of Eden, will lead to arrogance and will damage his relationship with God. Jesus is the first person since Adam whom completely refuses to be arrogant.  


For all of his God-likeness, though,  Jesus is treated violently by the persons living in Nod-like Jerusalem; and they, like their ancestor Cain, murder an innocent person outside the city walls. As Christians we believe that on the cross of execution Jesus died to show what price God is willing to pay for Adam and Eve’s sin, for Cain’s sin, for my sin, and for your sin. Through Jesus Christ we are reconciled—brought back into the garden relationship with God. Paul writes in Romans 5:18: Therefore just as one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all. In Jesus Christ God has broken down the wall that isolates us from God, from other persons, and from other nations (Ephesians 2:14). We are united again not because of our common sin but because we have been restored to a new relationship with our Loving Parent (Ephesians 2:19-20). Jesus is the grace of God for us.


Plenty of people will tell you how sinful the world is and how messed up we all are. You don’t have to go very far to hear  how since the very first humans we have messed up our world and our relationships with one another. Just pick up any day’s newspaper or watch the evening news and see the consequences of our sin—our arrogance.  

How do we restless and homeless wanderers get back to the Garden of Eden? The first movement in Lent is to say, “On my own, I can’t get back home.” To all of us who live in Nod, east of Eden, God offers one person—Jesus, the grace of God—as a sign that since before the beginning of time, God’s goodness is greater than our badness and that God’s power to forgive is greater than our ability to sin. Thanks be to God!
HYMN 561: It Is Well with My Soul
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