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1 Introduction

Part of our brief today is to look at what it means to be Church. What is a “church”? We  cannot understand what it means to be Church until we understand what it means to be human, what it means to be “in Christ”, and what God wants of us who are in Christ.

To help us get an understanding of these things we shall look at the subject under three broad headings: how God made us; what we are now; what we shall be.

2 How did God Make us?: what we once were
So let us look at the first topic: how did God make us?

We can identify, from the Bible, four characteristics of humankind that God gave to us which make us distinctively human.

2.1 Four characteristics of humankind at creation:
2.1.1 Having the image of God
The first one is an expression with which many of us will be very familiar: we have the “image of God”, distinct from any other creature in creation. So we read in Genesis chapter 2:
27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. [Gen 1:27]
There is something of the divine footprint in the soul of human beings that separates us from anything else in creation. It is hard to pin down exactly what this means -- and indeed unnecessary -- because to define exactly what this means is to define precisely the character of God. The rest of the Bible explains to us the character of God, seen supremely in the divine incarnation of Jesus. Whatever character and qualities Jesus has, we too possessed these in creation. As Jesus says, in John chapter 14

9 “… Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father...” [Joh 14:9]
Whatever we see in the perfect character of Jesus, this is what we had when God created us.

2.1.2 Having fellowship with God

In addition to possessing the image of God (what we might call the moral character of God), as a consequence God gave us other unique qualities, the second of which is that we had fellowship with God, a perfect relationship -- just as Jesus had with The Father. As with the other qualities, we shall see presently how this has been affected by the events of the Garden of Eden.
2.1.3 Having dominion over creation.
So, we bore the image of God, we had perfect fellowship with God and certainly we had dominion over creation. God gave us the earth to rule over. This incredibly important characteristic is something that gets lost very often as we try to understand what it means to be human, and shortly we will unpack this issue of dominion over creation given to humankind by God. It has huge implications for our understanding of sin and our relationship with creation. But for the moment let us just affirm that we had it, as we learn from Genesis chapter 1:
26Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, ... 28God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.” [Gen 1:26-28]
Our relationship with creation before the Garden of Eden events was very different from our current experience. Before ‘The Fall’ we were rulers in the kingdom of creation! More in a moment. 
2.1.4 Having eternal life

The final characteristic of what it means to be human in creation is that we possessed eternal life. Death came as a consequence of The Fall:

16 And the LORD God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” [Gen 2:16-17]
The obvious implication of this is that if we had not eaten of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, we would not experience death. And this is precisely what we see in Genesis chapter 3:

19 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.” ...22 And the LORD God said, “The man ... must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live for ever.” [Gen 3:19-22]
2.2 Summary of the four characteristics:

So, these are the four characteristics that mankind was given by God in creation: [FLIPCHART]:
· The Image of God

· Fellowship with God

· Rule over Creation

· Eternal Life

What we will see is how each of those things was spoilt by what took place in the Garden of Eden, when humankind was disobedient to the word of God and ate fruit from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil -- the tree from which God told us not to eat. 
3 What did God do to us?: what we are now
3.1 The tainting of the three characteristics:

3.1.1 The divine image spoilt

The first consequence is the spoiling of the divine image in human beings. Since faithful obedience to the word of God is one of the great defining characteristics of Jesus Christ, we can say that the divine image was spoilt in humankind at the moment they chose to listen to the serpent (the devil, a created creature) rather than to the divine Creator.
The image of God in us is spoilt in that we are no longer able to perfectly reflect the moral character of God. We cannot say that the divine image is completely removed, because it is clearly possible to recognize something of the divine nature in human beings. The rest of the Bible is very much the story of humankind’s inability to reflect the image of God. We inherit a nature -- the flesh or sinful nature -- from Adam, and as a consequence are not able to reflect properly the glory of God in our being.
Paul puts it like this in Romans chapter 5:

…sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned-- [Rom 5:12]
And in Romans chapter 7:
18 I know that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. [Rom 7:18]

The divine image is clearly spoilt.
3.1.2 Fellowship spoilt
And the fellowship which we enjoyed with God in Eden is also clearly spoilt. Again, Paul in Romans chapter 5 says simply:
we were God’s enemies [Rom 5:10]

The image of God’s spoilt, the fellowship spoilt. Then what about relationship with creation? Are we still rulers of creation as God made us in Eden?
3.1.3 We are now subject to creation
The answer is no. We have become subjects of the creation over which we were once rulers! The implications of us becoming subjects and no longer rulers of creation are vast. We no longer possess dominion and authority over creation. In choosing to subject ourselves to the words of the devil, a creature, rather than the word of the Creator, we now experience creation in a completely different way from how God intended. This has profound implications for our understanding of sin in the world and its consequences.
At The Fall (or more correctly ‘The Curse’), God stripped us of our authority over creation. We who were princes have been thrown out like beggars into the street, subjects of a kingdom over which we once ruled.

Having rejected to the rule of God, we now inevitably sit under the rule of Satan, whom the Gospels describe as the Prince of this world.

The consequence of this is not only that our moral actions sit under the rule of Satan, meaning of course that we are incapable of reflecting the character of God as we have already seen, but also that we are subject to creation in a very real sense that we are constrained by the laws of nature. 
It is significant that we even use that term “laws” of nature -- it is a recognition that we are subjects of creation. One of the implications of us not being able to have any rule over the laws of nature, because of our sin, is that is the wind and the waves and the earth can do what they like and there is very little we can do about it. We still see some vestiges of us being able to control creation, in that we still see remnants of our God-given stewardship, but as to the laws of nature we cannot overcome them.
We often make what I think is the great mistake of dividing evil up into two categories: the things for which we are responsible, and the things for which we believe we can blame God. So, we might say that war is humankind’s fault, but earthquakes are God’s fault (we even refer to these things as “acts of God”). But this is to fail to understand the consequences of us being stripped of our rule over creation. For, when we had rule over creation we could command creation to do what we wanted and it would obey, just as the wind and the waves obeyed Jesus in the boat during a storm on the Sea of Galilee. We see of course that the risen Jesus is not in the least subject to the laws of physics:
26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” [Joh 20:26]
But without Christ, human beings remain subjects of creation and of the Prince of this world.
3.1.4 We experience death

Finally of course, we experience death. The eternal life which was ours in Eden was removed from us when we were ejected from the garden. Genesis chapter 3 again:

17 To Adam he [God] 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. ... 19 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.” [Gen 3:17-19]
Let us then consider what we have lost because of our sin:
· The Image of God is spoilt
· Fellowship with God is spoilt 
· Rule over Creation is spoilt 
· Eternal Life is removed 
Who other than a fool would believe that we could regain any of these things through our own actions or strength or human innovation? 
I have already said that the story of the Bible from Genesis chapter 3 onwards is the account of humankind’s inability in its own strength to get back to God, to regain all that God gave us. but it is more than that. It is also the story of how God has acted to give it all back! 
4 What has God done for us?: what we shall be
This is the story of Jesus Christ. For in Jesus Christ, his life death and resurrection, God by his grace offers back to all human beings the hope of regaining all that we lost because of our sin in the Garden of Eden. 
God in his infinite mercy, knowing that we were incapable of recovering what we had lost -- the divine image; the fellowship; the rule; the eternal life -- acted on our behalf to give it back!
The work of Christ is to reverse The Curse. Christ’s work on the cross is the axis of history, the point at which victory over sin and death is secured:
15 And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross. [Col 2:15]
4.1 Christ reverses the curse:

Let us see how Christ reverses the curse. It is important to note however that in all that follows, I am referring to those who are “in Christ”: those who believe in Jesus and have accepted him as their Lord and Saviour -- those to whom the Spirit of Jesus has been given. Just as we read in Ephesians chapter 1:
…you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession [Eph 1:13-14]
We will see how the presence of the Holy Spirit in us is deeply significant in the reversal of the curse.

4.1.1 The image of God restored (the “fruit of the Spirit”
)
First, the image of God. Without Christ, we were incapable of correctly reflecting the moral character of God. But to those who are in Christ, to those who have believed, God has poured out his holy spirit -- on all who believe. And the gift of the Holy Spirit to all who believe is the fruit of the Spirit. Galatians chapter 5:
….the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness and self-control …Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful nature with its passions and desires. [Gal 5:22-24]
It is now possible for us to begin to reflect the moral character of God, the image of God, in a way that it was not possible for us to do so when we were in bondage to the sinful nature. The spirit of Jesus transforms our character in a way that makes it possible for us to more closely display the image of God in creation.
4.1.2 Fellowship with God restored (we call him “Father”)

And then in Christ fellowship with God is restored. Romans chapter 5 teaches us that it was while we were still sinners Christ died for us, and one of the great consequences of being in Christ, is that Jesus has earned for us the privilege once again calling God, “Father”. Like the prodigal son in Luke’s gospel, we are returned in Christ to God that he might welcome us with open arms as our father.
6 Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, the Spirit who calls out, “Abba, Father.” 7 So you are no longer a slave, but a son; and since you are a son, God has made you also an heir. [Gal 4:6-7]
Note, we are no longer slaves but sons. No longer subjects of creation, but having our princely rule restored.

4.1.3 The regaining of dominion over creation (miracles, signs and wonders, e.g. Galatians 3:5, etc
)

When we were thrown out of Eden we lost our rule over creation. Beggars not princes, subjects with no authority. 
As we have just read, we are no longer slaves but sons -- with the full inheritance which that entails! 
The problem of course with this is that even for those of us who are in Christ, our common experience is that we are still subject to the laws of physics, and we still experience death and suffering. 
We must however remember that we only completely regain all that we lost in Eden when Christ comes again and we are resurrected on the last day. For the time being if we want to see what we will look like when everything is restored, we must look to Christ. This is made perfectly clear in Hebrews chapter 2: 

“What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? 7 You made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honour 8 and put everything under his feet.” In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him. 9 But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honour [Heb 2:6-9]
In Jesus Christ we see all that we shall become. In Colossians chapter 3 teaches us that what we are in Christ in eternity is not yet fully apparent:
3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. [Col 3:3-4]
And as we have already said, Jesus is not subject to the laws of creation. He rules over it, as the disciples on the Sea of Galilee witnessed:

“What kind of man is this? Even the winds and the waves obey him!”? [Matthew 8:27]
 So it will be of us. Matthew 21 

21 Jesus replied, “I tell you the truth, if you have faith and do not doubt, not only can you do what was done to the fig-tree, but also you can say to this mountain, `Go, throw yourself into the sea,’ and it will be done. [Mat 21:21]
Though we do not see this rule over creation in all its fullness, we do see the kingdom of God breaking into creation when signs and wonders accompany the Gospel. Miracles happen rarely enough, and if we want to see them we must look first to Jesus, but they happen enough in the church for us to see a glimpse of what we shall yet be in Christ Jesus. In Christ, our dominion over creation is restored.

4.1.4 We are saved from the “second death” (e.g. Rev 20:14-15
)
Finally of course perhaps the best-known of the great blessings of God’s grace to us in the cross of Christ Jesus: He brings eternal life to all those who are in him. 1 Corinthians chapter 15:

22 For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive. [1Co 15:22]
Remember how in Genesis chapter 3 God placed a flaming sword around the tree of life, so that we could not eat of it and live forever? 
22 And the LORD God said, “The man …must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live for ever.” [Gen 3:22]
Jesus opens up the way for us to eat from the tree of life:
7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God. [Rev 2:7]
4.2 Summary: 
In Christ Jesus, to all who believe, by God’s grace everything that we lost when we were thrown out of the Garden of Eden is regained.

· The Image of God is regained

· Fellowship with God is regained

· Rule over Creation is regained

· Eternal Life is regained

5 The local Church as the outworking expression of what we shall be

The Christian life is about becoming what we already are in eternity in Christ: those who display the image of God; children of God; inheritors of the Kingdom of God; those who enjoy life in all its abundance.

But how and where does God wants us to reflect these things? This is the story of the church. God does not want humankind to be in relationship with him as lone individuals! Even from creation, God saw that it was not good for man to be alone. And every covenant that God has made has been with people: with Noah, his family and descendants; with Abraham and his descendants; with Moses and Israel; with David’s descendant and his kingdom.
The promise of God repeated throughout the Bible, literally from Genesis to Revelation, and fulfilled by Christ Jesus, is this:

“Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. [Rev 21:3]
We are the people of God. We who believe in Christ and have put our trust in him. All the Gospels and letters of the new Testament, which reveal Christ to us, are written to the churches in a way they are not written to the world.

The fruit of the spirit, supremely the characteristic of love, which reflects the image of God restored in us, is to be reflected first among the people of God within the churches. Says Jesus:
34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. 35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” [Joh 13:34-35]
Whatever God has done for us in Christ Jesus is to be reflected first in the church. We must never fall into the trap of believing that we can be for Christ to the world what we are not to one another in him. This is not the way God has ordered his creation: he calls us clearly to first love one another, that we may be salt and light in the world and draw people to him.
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� John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11


� But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. (Gal 5:22-23)


� “Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know.” (Act 2:22); The things that mark an apostle--signs, wonders and miracles--were done among you with great perseverance. (2Co 12:12)


� Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. (Rev 20:14-15))








