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Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

When reading the first chapter of the Bible, one stands in awe of how in the beginning God created everything wonderfully: the seas, the land, the plants, the animals. Finally, on the sixth day the climax, when God created man in His own image, as male and female, who in this way could complement each other in fulfilling the task God had given to man. A fortnight ago in the sermon, we spoke at length about this task given to man and also that before the fall into sin man was able to fulfill this task perfectly. Created in the image of God man could conform to the will of God in every respect.
 In other words, there was no need for man to become disobedient. Although man was created with a free will, he was able to tune in to God’s will perfectly.

That is the wonderful message conveyed to us when reading Gen. 1 & 2. But then in Gen. 3, we read man did not appreciate nor value the excellency in which God had created him. Instead of obeying God, he gave ear to the words of the devil,
 who using the serpent came to deceive man. In heaven, the devil had rebelled against God, being not happy with the position God had given to the angels. Both Peter and Jude in their letters refer to this rebellion.
 As punishment for this rebellion, the devil was abandoned from heaven. He was thrown on earth with a third of the angels who had followed the devil in this rebellion.
 On earth, he now tried to get man on his side with that lie, “Why should you be obedient to God? You can be like Him. That’s why God forbade you to eat from that tree of knowledge of good and evil. Yet why should you live within these perimeters set by God? There is no reason to be just viceroy. Be king, decide for yourself what is right or wrong.” We all know what happened. Eve fell for this deception and Adam followed her by eating from the fruit God had forbidden them to eat from.

Next in Gen. 3 we read, despite all this our gracious God in His marvelous wisdom and goodness still set out to seek man when he trembling fled from Him.
 God went after His disobedient child to bring him home again, home with the LORD. God didn’t want His children to be in the power of Satan. That’s why He set out to save them from eternal perdition. Thus, despite all that had happened God’s love still went out to sinners lost in guilt.

However, all this did not mean that God turned a blind eye to the sin man had committed. Although being deceived, this did not mean man could be cleared from the blame. For – as I already mentioned – there had been no reason for man to disobey God. Man was fully responsible for what he had done. Because of this responsibility God cursed not only the serpent, but also man. Yet even in this curse God’s love still went out to man. God easily could have cut all ties with man. But instead He says to man, I still want you to fulfil that mandate I gave you, even though because of sin it will now also involve sorrow and pain.

That’s in a nutshell the content of the text on which we will focus in this afternoon’s sermon, and this as a sequel to the sermon of a fortnight ago. I minister the Word of God to you under the following heading,

AFTER THE FALL INTO SIN GOD STILL WANTS MAN

TO FULFILL THE MANDATE GIVEN TO HIM 

We will see that

1) as a result of sin the execution of this mandate is now accompanied by sorrow and pain
2) affecting also the relationship between male and female
Yet – as I will pay attention to it throughout the sermon as well – in Christ there is relief from sorrow and restoration for broken relationships.

I
After the fall into sin, Br. & Sr., both male and female were cursed by God. To the woman God says, Gen. 3, 16a, “…” These words mean, from now on motherhood would no longer be merely joy. Giving birth would be accompanied by pain, but also the raising of children would no longer be merely joy. I think we all can identify with this. How many tears are not cried in secret, especially when children become teenagers or as young adolescents start making their own decisions, and at times also turn their back upon God? Oftentimes, the joy of having children is soured by trouble and sorrow.

In all this, we are confronted with God’s punishment. Yet, beloved, Gen. 3, 16 does not speak of punishment only. For in the punishment there is also comfort. Although from now on receiving and raising children would be soured by pain and trouble, man was still able to bring forth children. Being created in the image of God, male and female, man had received the task to be fruitful and multiply and to fill the earth. True, as from now on this would no longer be mere joy. Yet God maintains the mandate, and so children are born, which means the earth will become full.

Also – and this is even more important as far as God’s grace is concerned – through the birth of children God wanted to fulfill the promise of Gen. 3, 15, to bring into this world the seed of the woman, a male child that would crush the head of the serpent. The Messiah had to be borne, Jesus Christ, who would build His church, also through the birth of children and this with the aim that God would still receive the glory due to Him in people who through the redeeming work of Christ and the renewing work of the Holy Spirit would once again be able to reflect the image of God. Therefore, despite all the pain and sorrow, there is an enormous joy in motherhood, joy in God allowing us to be instrumental in the upbuilding of His church and the furtherance of His kingdom.

Of course, this does not mean that the task of a female lies in motherhood only. For what then would be the mandate for a single person or a couple without children. Often this brings with it its own struggles. It can be very hard to accept when in His wisdom God does not give us children or when due to medical reasons a couple can not conceive children. Often it takes years to come to terms with this. Also in these struggles, we are confronted with the brokenness of this life. Yet in the same way as couples that do receive children so also childless couples may lay their struggles in God’s hand, asking the Lord to help them in accepting different tasks within the church. 

As communion of saints it is important that we have an open eye for each other’s struggles, never making light of it, but instead trying to help each other in a caring way, and even more important: let us pray for one another.

I also think here of the single people among us. Sometimes it seems as if marriage is the only destiny for any man or woman. Even in the church one can hear the occasionally joke about still being a bachelor or a single female. Often we have no idea how these little jokes can hurt, even though it was not the intention. Also, so easily comments are made like: he or she is single and therefore must have lots of time on his or her sleeve to do this or that. Again, comments like these do hurt at times. Struggles in being single – let us never underestimate them. Also these struggles confront us with the brokenness of this life, a brokenness one will find comfort for only in faith.

This faith in God also binds us together, each one in his own struggles, be it married or unmarried, as couple with children or without children. As communion of saints, we are traveling together, and as we travel, we need each other. Then the ways, which married or unmarried people, couples with children or without children, have to travel differ. Each one has to deal with specific struggles. The road is narrow. Yet the direction of all these roads is the same: God’s kingdom! And that’s ultimately what counts > devotion and dedication to the LORD, be it married, or unmarried, having children or no children.

Let us go back to our text now, where we read that God curses not only the woman, but also man, who had eaten from the tree as well. In the verses 17 – 19 we read, “…” In vs. 17 first God curses the ground, i.e. man’s sphere of work, the place where he has to do his daily task. As a result of sin, man will eat his bread in anxious toil, vs. 17b. There is parallel here with the words God cursed the woman. In a similar way as the woman would bring forth children in pain, likewise man’s work would become painful because of sin. The word ‘toil’ in vs. 17 includes also this aspect. It refers not only to hard and exhausting work, but it includes the pain accompanying this work. As regards some practical examples, then I think of blisters on your hand, a sore back, headaches because of your work. At times, the toil mentioned in vs. 17 indeed wears the human body out, in particular since this toil is not meant to be there so every now and then, but constantly. That’s what life has become after the fall into sin. As punishment for sin, man has to work and eat bread in the sweat of his face, because of the thorns and the thistles the earth produces. God’s curse indeed touches the whole existence of man, in whatever he does.

As far as vs. 19 is concerned, it is phrased in words that refer basically to agricultural work, yet it includes all toil and anxious striving with which man labors under the sun. Since the fall into sin to everyone applies that he has to do his work with trouble and pain, and dangers involving the work we do, which may cause accidents, at times even fatal. 

Thistles and thorns – yet the earth still brings forth fruits. Man still can do his work on earth and has food to eat. Again, there is a parallel here with vs. 16. When cursing the woman God did not say, you will no longer receive children and remain barren. God still wanted to bless her with children, though she would receive them with pain and sorrow. In other words, despite the curse life could continue. Well, the same applies when God curses man. Although the circumstances under which man had to do his work would be hard and often unpleasant, nevertheless man was still allowed to do his task on earth and would see also fruit on his labor.  Man remained a creature with knowledge by which he could develop this earth further. This started with the invention of tools of bronze and iron to cultivate the land and with tents to live in,
 yet throughout the history of humankind these inventions became more and more creative. By way of example, I could refer to today’s computer age. Man’s inventions indeed have reached enormous heights. Thus, God still showed His grace in allowing man to go ahead in developing this earth.

In this context, some theologians speak of ‘common grace’, i.e. grace for all men, and this over against ‘particular grace’, which God bestows only upon the believers. You will find this concept about ‘common grace’ in the teachings of the late Abraham Kuyper. Now it is indeed true – as you can read it in Scripture – God causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
 Yet this does not take away one inch from the fact that God cursed the earth, a curse in which are included all those who do not want to know about God and whom God in His infinite wisdom passed by in His decree of election. Unbelievers do not share in God’s grace, even though they do share in God’s goodness still bestowed upon this earth. Yet, if they do not acknowledge this goodness of God, nor praise God for it, it only means God is restraining His wrath towards them. If there is no change in their life, they are heading for eternal perdition. For the unbelievers the thorns and thistles will only grow worse. They have no future, and therefore for them there is no grace either in what presently they still think they can enjoy. God’s grace is only for the believers, who through faith in Jesus Christ have the firm assurance that one day this world will be freed from its curse; indeed, through faith in Jesus Christ, who on Calvary nailed this curse on the cross. It is because of Christ’s redeeming sacrifice that the believers know themselves to be on their way to something better than an earth full of thorns and thistles. Paradise will be restored, and this even in greater glory, since on the new earth Satan will have no second chance to deceive man again with a cunning lie. On the new earth, God will indeed be all in all. Beloved, this is indeed something to look forward to with a most ardent desire > a new earth, where the tree of life will yields its fruit every month,
 and where there will be no more curse.

II
So far, the first point of the sermon in which the focus was on the aspect that because of sin, the execution of the mandate given to man is now accompanied by sorrow and pain. Secondly we will now see that because of sin not only man’s task became much heavier, but this same sin affected also man’s relation with his fellow man, which as regards Adam meant: first of all the relationship with his wife. Indeed sin affected also the wonderful relationship between husband and wife, the relationship between male and female. This too was par of the curse. I may refer here to the words of vs. 16, which we have not spoken about yet, vs. 16b, where God says to the woman, “…” 
The word ‘desire’ we read here is often referred to as sexual desire only; the desire with which the the woman longs for her husband, despite the fact she knows that as a result of it she may become pregnant and receive children with pain and sorrow. However, it should be noted that the Hebrew word used here leaves no room for such a limited interpretation. The specific word used here we meet in Scripture only three times. Next to our text, we find it in Gen. 4, 7, and in the Song of Solomon, Ch. 7, 10. It is derived from a verb, which means ‘to swoop down on’, ‘to insist’ or ‘to instigate’. More generally:  to put pressure on a person to do something, which should not be limited to area of sex only.

In the Song of Solomon, Ch. 7, 10 the bride says, “I am my beloved’s, and his desire is toward me,” i.e. he wants to have me, not only sexually, but completely as entire person. Also, this desire is a mutual desire, acknowledged by the bride in saying, “I’m my beloved’s.”

In Gen. 4, 7 we find an even stronger parallel with the words used in Gen. 3,16b. The words are almost identical. In Gen. 4, we read about Cain being angry because God had accepted Abel’s offering and not his. But then the LORD comes to warn Cain saying that he must not continue to walk on this road. Says the LORD, “Sin lies at the door. And its desire is for you, but you should rule over it.” This means the desire to sin presses Cain. It presses him so strongly that it is on the verge of controlling his life. Yet Cain must rule over that desire. 

‘Desire’, ‘ruling over’ – a similar combination of words we find in Gen. 3,16, whereby indeed the woman has the same desire for her husband as sin had for Cain, the desire to take possession of him, to control him. More specifically this means, the woman no longer accepts it as a matter of course that the man is the head. She disputes the fact that her husband has been given the task to give leadership, to give guidance. That’s what the LORD proclaims here, saying that’s how from now on it will be because of sin. From now on, sin will ruin also the relationship between male and female, between husband and wife.

Proof of this was already there. I now think of the difference between how Adam addressed his wife before and after the fall into sin. Before the fall into sin, he had thanked God for that precious gift in receiving a wife as helper next to him, a wife together with whom he could fulfill the mandate given to him. Adam had sung a wonderful wedding song, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.”
 However, after the fall he speaks in a rather harsh way about “the woman whom Thou gave to be with me,”
 '’that person’! This is a clear sign of how because of sin husband and wife had drifted apart. Instead of fulfilling in harmony the task God had given them, their relationship once so wonderfully created by God had completely gone to pieces. And this would only grow worse.  

In the curse of Gen. 3, 16, God thus declares on the one hand the woman will no longer be content with the position given to her by God. Her desire shall be to be completely equal with man, disputing his position, i.e. the position given to man by God. Yet on the other hand, man from his side shall not tolerate this. He shall hit back, lording it over the woman. “He shall rule over you,” says the LORD. This clearly shows how because of sin everything became disjointed. Instead of living in harmony, male and female would dispute each other's position, even within marriage. War would break out between the sexes. The woman would misuse her position of being created as helper for the man, she would misuse this position fighting for herself. Whilst man from his side would do the same, abusing his position of being head by lording it over the woman, at times even tyrannizing her, domestic violence, etc. 

See there, beloved, how because of sin God’s wonderful order of creation has turned into disorder. Yet let us never forget that this has everything to do with God’s curse, spoken in Paradise after the fall into sin. It’s the curse of God we suffer from, but we have only to blame ourselves for it. Man fell into sin. Yet he was warned beforehand that it would bring death upon this earth, powers of destruction affecting also the relationship male and female. Throughout history, we have seen many examples of this, not only in cases where man exploited the woman, but equally in today’s emancipation movement, feminism that opposes God’s wonderful order from the beginning.

Yes, sin has ruined also that wonderful relationship between male and female, the relationship between husband and wife. After the fall, a marriage relationship is no longer automatically good, but this wonderful relationship too has been affected by sin. Husband and wife do not always live in harmony; behind the scenes, there can be a lot of arguing, at times even fighting in the most literal sense of the word, physical abuse, and you name it.

However, beloved, in conclusion I may once again point you to God’s grace. For despite all these negative aspects, despite all these destructive powers, by which Satan tries to ruin what once was created by God so wonderfully – despite all this God did not say after the fall into sin, “This will never work again, and therefore from now on the two sexes should live separately.” God kept also marriage in tact, whereby according to the creation order the husband remained the head of his wife, and the wife a helper for her husband. 

I like to stress, this has nothing to do with the husband being superior to the wife, but instead each in the place where God has set him or her, husband and wife are to help each other and to complement each other. True, due to the brokenness because of sin this might not always work perfectly. In this broken life, it might not always be easy to respect the order set by God, not always be easy to reflect the image of God in being the head of the wife, or in being help meet for the husband. As husband and wife, we are able to do so only in and through faith in Jesus Christ, in whom there is restoration also of marriages, which have been overshadowed by the consequences of sin.

Yes, only when as husband wife together we want to live by faith, willing also to humble ourselves before the Lord, when faults have been made, or when things have grown sour > yes, only when as husband and wife we are willing to bow our knees, praying for strength and self-denying love to care for one another, we will be able to show that image of which the apostle Paul speaks in Eph. 5. This image: that in a Christian marriage husband and wife may reflect the unity between Christ and His church. Within this unity, in loving his wife the husband has to reflect the love of Christ for His church. If a husband does so, he will never lord it over his wife, but then a husband will show leadership in sacrificial love towards his wife, as Christ did for His church. Likewise a wife in her attitude towards her husband must reflect the devotion and trust which the church shows its Savior. 

See, beloved, that’s how in this sinful world the power of redemption should light up in marriages of those who believe in Christ. No doubt, then even within a Christian marriage this will happen with many shortcomings. Sin remains part of every marriage relationship. However, when repeatedly husband and wife find each other at the cross of Christ, and are willing to live by that mystery, which is hidden from unbelievers, the bond which God has established between them will grow stronger and stronger. Yes, then God’s kingdom will always have priority also in our marriage relationship.

Indeed, beloved, only when we want to live by faith we will be able to submit to the order set by God, but then also in a loving self-denying way. Then the husband will not exalt himself above his wife, nor will the wife have to defend herself against her husband. But then we see each other in Christ. Then using our talents, be it as male or as female, we will help and complement each other in the tasks given to us by God. In doing so, we will overcome the curse. For then by power from above the new life breaks through, the new life in Christ, in which there is no longer a battle between the two sexes, but a life in which male and female, husband and wife, live in peace; in peace with God and with each other. Only in this way life will flourish to the glory of Him in whose service we stand.

Amen.
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