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If you’ve ever taken geometry in school, you’ve heard of the Pythagorean Theorem.  According to this theorem, in a right-angled triangle the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides.  I know – just hearing the name Pythagoras makes you nostalgic for geometry class, doesn’t it?  But Pythagoras was not only a mathematician; he was also a philosopher, a word that means “lover of wisdom,” and in one of his more philosophical moments Pythagoras came up with this very wise thought: “Choices are the hinges of destiny.” 

Do you ever do this; do you ever roll around in your mind how your life and the lives of your children would be different if you had made a different choice at a critical moment in your life?  One of the hinge moments of my life occurred way back in the winter of 1979.  I was finishing up seminary back in St. Paul, Minnesota.  I had three options.  The first option was to pursue a graduate degree at Princeton Theological Seminary on the East Coast.  My second option was to pursue a similar graduate degree at Trinity Divinity School in the Chicago area; for a long time, that was my first choice.  My third option was to finish up seminary at the new West Coast branch of Bethel Seminary in San Diego and to stay in California as a pastor.  I should tell you that I made my decision in February of 1979.  Some of you might know that in February in Minnesota it is very cold.  It is also very cold in February in Princeton, New Jersey and in Chicago, Illinois.  San Diego in February, however, is not so bad.  And so for some deep, mystical, spiritual reasons, I chose to move to and stay in California.  And it was in California that I met Brenda, got married to her, and had our three kids with her, our three kids whose existence hinged on a choice I made on a freezing cold day in February of 1979 in St. Paul, Minnesota.  “Choices are the hinges of destiny.”
One of the most significant hinge moments in the history of the world is recorded for us in the third chapter of the Bible’s very first book, the book of Genesis.  Adam and Eve were given a choice, and what they chose has impacted every person who has ever walked this planet.  The choice they made turned out to be incredibly destructive – for them, for us, and even for the planet itself.  That moment in the Garden of Eden was a defining moment for Adam and Eve, it was a defining moment for mankind, and it was a defining moment for the Earth.

This morning I want us to take a look back at Adam and Eve’s defining moment for two reasons.  First, we want to learn how their choice changed things for us.  How is it that a choice made by the first married couple so long ago could have such staggering implications for our lives?  And second, we want to learn how to make sure that we can make better choices, how we can avoid the mistakes Adam and Eve made and make choices that are constructive rather than destructive.  Given that choices are the hinges of destiny, given that our choices can change us and those who follow us forever, we want to learn all that we can about how to choose as wisely as possible.

Paradise Lost
Paradise Lost is an epic poem by the 17th century British poet John Milton.  And “paradise lost” is where we live.  Adam and Eve called paradise home, but one bad choice changed that for them and for us.  

Now to really appreciate what we lost because of the sin of Adam and Eve, we need to ask ourselves what made the Garden of Eden a paradise to begin with.   And what the Bible makes clear is that it wasn’t the plants and the flowers and the trees, and it wasn’t the view.  It was the relationships.  The Garden of Eden was where Adam’s relationship with God and his relationship with his wife were absolutely perfect.  It was there that Adam was perfectly connected to God and perfectly in sync with Eve.  There was no static, no misunderstanding, no arguments, no name-calling, no blaming, no guilt, no regret, no fear, no insensitivity.  In the words of Genesis, Adam and Eve were naked and not ashamed.  They could stand before God and before each other and have nothing to hide.  Adam trusted God, and God trusted Adam.  Adam trusted Eve, and Eve trusted Adam.  They lived together in a relationship of love and acceptance and celebration and honesty.  And I bet they had a lot of fun together.  I imagine they laughed a lot, that they genuinely and passionately enjoyed being together.  

Now maybe you’re thinking, “Well that sounds nice, but I wouldn’t call it paradise.  I mean, to be honest, it sounds a little boring.  Who wants to just sit around all day and be open and honest and transparent with each other?  How many times can you share your deepest thoughts before the other person says, ‘Alright, enough of this already.  Keep your thoughts to yourself!  I’m sick of hearing you talk about your feelings!’”
Well they actually did more in the Garden of Eden than share their feelings.  In Genesis 2:15 we read, “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.”  Believe it or not, work was a part of paradise.  God gave Adam and Eve a beautiful garden to live in and to enjoy, but he also expected them to take care of it, and that involved work.  They had to trim the branches and rake up leaves and do whatever it took to keep the garden in shape.  As we saw from Genesis 1, God created us in his image, and part of being in God’s image is that we have an inherent urge to be active and to be productive, to work.  And in the Garden of Eden, in paradise, work was just as perfect as everything else.  It was fulfilling instead of frustrating, it was energizing instead of deadening.  That was the Garden of Eden, that was paradise, and that, for Adam and Eve, was home.  It was where they belonged.
And that is where we belong.  We were not designed to live in a world filled with fear and hate and bickering and selfishness and insecurity.  We weren’t made to have jobs that suck the life out of us and squelch our creativity.  We weren’t made to run from God or to hide from God.  We were made to walk with God in a relationship of openness and trust and joy.  We were made to be intimate with each other, to be naked and not ashamed, to affirm each other and enjoy each other.  We were made to creative, to be productive, to accomplish and to achieve and to be fulfilled in our work.  That is the home God has designed for us, that is where he intended us to live, that is where we belong – in paradise.

So what went wrong?  This, quite obviously, is no Garden of Eden.  This is no paradise.  So what happened?  Genesis 2 and 3 tell us exactly what went wrong.  The chain of events leading up to Adam and Eve’s defining moment begins in Genesis 2 where God tells Adam and Eve that they can eat from any tree in the garden except for one, called the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and that if they did eat from the fruit of that tree they would die.  Now why in the world would God make such a rule?  Why did God put right into the middle of paradise a tree we couldn’t eat from?  If it’s an evil tree, if it was poisonous or something, surely God wouldn’t put it right into the middle of paradise where it might harm us, would he?

No, God wouldn’t.  There was nothing wrong with the tree.  It wasn’t an evil tree, like the mean apple trees in “The Wizard of Oz” that threw apples at poor Dorothy and Toto.  What God was doing was giving Adam and Eve a choice.  Paradise would not be paradise without the freedom to choose.  So God set up a choice for Adam and Eve.  They could choose to love and obey God, or they could choose to disobey God.  There is no love without choice.  And what made Adam’s relationship with God in the garden so fulfilling and satisfying and wonderful was that Adam had made the conscious choice to love God.  God didn’t make Adam love him; Adam chose to love God.  

And as you know God gives us the same option now.  God does not force anyone to love him.  God does pursue us.  He wants us to love him.  But God is a gentleman who will not force himself on anyone, and he didn’t force himself on Adam.  He gave Adam and Eve a choice.  

Well, you know what happened.  With a little coaxing from an outside source, which the Bible tells us was Satan, first Eve and then Adam ate the fruit from the very tree God told them not to eat from.  They chose to disobey God.  We look back and ask, “What were they thinking?  Why would they do that?  God told them what would happen if they disobeyed him.  He gave them fair warning.  But they still chose to thumb their noses at God and deliberately disobey him.  They risked paradise for a stupid tree.”
Of course, we would never have done anything so stupid, would we?  Sure we would.  I do it all the time, and so do you.  The ancient Greek philosophers – you know, guys like Pythagoras and Plato and Aristotle – believed that the reason people behaved badly was because of ignorance.  Their theory was that education would solve matters like crime.  But you and I know that’s not the problem, don’t we?  As a society, we are fairly well educated.  We are well-educated, for example, about the dangers of drinking and driving.  In the spring of 2007 Rachel Elliott (see rachelelliott.org) participated in a program put on by her high school to educate the students about the consequences of drinking and driving, a program that is put on many times every year in high schools all over the country.  The event made a powerful impact on Rachel and her friends.  That fall Rachel started her freshman year at UC Irvine.  But she didn’t finish it. On February 21, 2008, a well-educated 29-year-old woman, a woman who surely was smart enough to know better, made the decision to drink and drive, and it cost Rachel her life.  And it wasn’t just one 29-year-old woman who did what she knew she shouldn’t.  In 2007 12,998 people were killed in the United States by largely well-educated people who chose to drink and drive.  It’s not a lack of education that is our problem; we know very well what’s right and what’s wrong, and – like Adam and Eve before us – we far too often choose to do the wrong thing.  Like Adam and Eve, we choose to self-destruct.  
“Choices are the hinges of destiny.”  And with their choice to eat from that tree, Adam and Eve made a choice that changed the world.  When God told Adam and Eve not to eat of this particular tree, he warned them what the consequence would be:  “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; 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.”  (Genesis 2:16-17)  And that is exactly what happened.  Even before Adam and Eve died physically, they died.  Their relationship with God, which had been so alive and so refreshing and so fun, died.  Something in their hearts and souls died.  Something in their relationship with each other died.  Notice what happened immediately after Adam and Eve chose to violate God’s rules:  “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.”  (Genesis 3:7)  Before their disobedience Adam and Eve were naked and not ashamed.  Now, for the first time, they know and feel shame.  They understand firsthand regret and guilt.  And they understand fear.  A few verses later God comes looking for Adam and asks, “Where are you?”  Genesis 3:10 gives us Adam’s response:  “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.”  

And every one of us has had the same experience.  We have chosen to disobey God.  We feel guilt and shame and regret and fear.  We hide from God, and we hide from each other.  Sin has brought us death – the death of our relationships, the death of our dreams, and eventually, the death of our bodies.  Instead of being energizing, our work too often is deadening.  Instead of connecting with each other, too often there is nothing but static and separation.

Here’s one way to think of what happened to each of us because of Adam’s and Eve’s defining moment.  Have you ever seen those funny mirrors at the circus?  I think they have some of them at the Santa Cruz Boardwalk, the ones that can make you look really tall or really fat or really skinny.  What I’m looking for are the mirrors that make me look really smart and handsome and rich.  Those mirrors distort your image.  The image is still yours, but it is distorted, it is all out of whack.

You and I were created in the image of God, Genesis tells us.  But the Bible also tells us that God’s image in us has been distorted, that God’s image in us is all out of whack.  And the cause of the distortion is sin.  Adam and Eve blew it first, and we have all followed in their tracks.  Because of sin, God’s image in me has been distorted.  My personality no longer perfectly reflects God's.  My character does not perfectly mirror God’s.  Sin does that.  It distorts, it corrupts.  In a famous trial a few years ago the late defense attorney Johnnie Cochran told the jury that the police had bungled the investigation, that because of their carelessness three things had happened to the evidence, making it unreliable.  He said the evidence had been compromised, corrupted, and contaminated by the mistakes made by the investigators.  Compromised, corrupted, contaminated.  That is exactly what has happened to the image of God in us.  Sin has compromised God’s image, it has corrupted God’s image, and it has contaminated God’s image.  And that, says the Bible, is the cause of our insecurity and anxiety and frustration.  That is why so often when we look at ourselves in the mirror at the end of the day, we don’t like what we see.  That is why we clash with each other instead of connecting with each other.
In the New Testament book of Romans the Bible educates us about the far-reaching implications of Adam and Eve’s sin.  Their defining moment became a defining moment for us all.  In Romans 5 the Bible says, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” (Romans 5:12)  Sin entered the world through one man.  Death entered the world through one man.  Adam and Eve made a choice – a bad choice – that changed life on earth forever.
And it didn’t just change for you and me.  Their choice actually changed things for Planet Earth.  Listen to how the Bible says it in Romans 8: “For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.  We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.” (Romans 8:20-22)  We live in a fallen world, on a fallen planet, amongst fallen men and women.  If you’ve read or watched “The Chronicles of Narnia” you remember how C.S. Lewis illustrated the fallenness of our world.  He described the fallen Narnia as a world where it is always winter but never Christmas, a world where the inhabitants are frozen in ice and snow.  All of creation is subject to decay, and that decay is most certainly not by its own choice.
I know – in so many ways, it doesn’t seem fair.  It doesn’t seem fair that someone else’s choice can affect my destiny.  But we see it everyday.  One spouse chooses to be unfaithful, and it changes the other spouse’s life forever.  The kids didn’t choose for mom and dad to get a divorce, but their lives are changed forever, too.  As those ancient theologians Simon and Garfunkel once suggested, we are not rocks and we are not islands.  Our choices have consequences for us, and they have consequences for others.
Choose Well
So how do we learn to choose well?  What can we learn from Adam and Eve that might help us to make better choices, healthier choices, and more constructive choices?

 Here’s the first lesson to learn – we do have a choice.  How many times have you heard something like this: “I couldn’t help it.”  Or, “It was too hard.”  Or, “I couldn’t help myself.”  When I counsel people who are involved sexually with someone they shouldn’t be, that’s often what I hear: “I just couldn’t help myself.”  And then they will tell me about their sexual needs and how their spouse wasn’t meeting their need so they had to go somewhere else.  So I will inform the person of a fact they apparently had never heard of before; I will inform them that no one ever died from not having sex.  Sex is not a need.  You can die from a lack of oxygen and you can die from a lack of food and you can die from a lack of water, but no one ever died from a lack of sex.  Sex is a choice.
Here’s another one I’ve heard.  Two people have a dispute.  One of the two comes to me to tell me about it and to complain that the other person is mean.  I tell the person that they need to talk to that person, to work it out with that person.  If they need a mediator, fine, but the only way to make this better is for the two of them to talk.  And the person tells me, “I can’t do that.  It’s too hard.  It’s too painful.”  So I have to tell them, very graciously, as you would expect, that they will not die from talking to that person.  Oh, I do not dispute that it’s hard; I don’t dispute that it takes courage.  But your eyes will not start bleeding and your hair will not catch on fire if you have a conversation with someone who disagrees with you.  It’s your choice.  
God gave Adam and Eve a choice.  Yes, Satan was there, Genesis 3 tells us, to tempt them, to make it harder.  But they would not have died if they didn’t eat the forbidden fruit.  To the contrary, they would have lived.

We who follow Jesus, we who have the Spirit of God alive in us, we can choose not to sin.  Through the power of God in our lives, we can choose to be bitter or we can choose to forgive.  We can choose to gossip, or we can choose to encourage.  We can choose immorality, or we can choose purity.  We can choose greed, or we can choose generosity.  

The book of Deuteronomy records two long sermons by Moses to the people of Israel, in which he reviews for them many of the commandments that God has given them.  Over and over Moses says, “If you do these things, you will be blessed; if you do these things, you will be cursed.”  And then in chapter 30 Moses sums up with these words: “Now what I am commanding you today is not too difficult for you or beyond your reach … This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses.  Now choose life, so that you and your children may live and that you may love the Lord your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to him.” (Deuteronomy 30:11, 19-20)   The choice God gave Adam and Eve was not too difficult for them or beyond their reach; they chose death.  And the choices God gives you and me every day – the choice to love or to hate, the choice to speak harshly or gently, the choice to forgive or to be bitter – these choices are not too difficult for us or beyond or reach.  We can choose.  So let’s choose life.
And here’s a second lesson we can learn about making choices – our bad choices can’t be undone, but they can be redeemed.  Do you ever play computer solitaire?  One of my favorite functions on this most basic of computer games is the “undo” function.  If you make a move that you immediately regret, you can click “undo” and the game will let you take that move back.  There are limits; you can only go back one step.  But that one step can often help.
Life doesn’t come with an “undo” function.  Listen to how James illustrates this point when it comes to the things we choose to say:

Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but makes great boasts.  Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark.  The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.  It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.  (James 3:5-6)
We can’t take back words we’ve said, and we can’t undo bad choices.  But all is not lost – yes, Paradise has been lost, but all is not lost.  Our bad choices, our sinful choices, can’t be undone, but they can be redeemed.  That is in many ways what the cross of Jesus is about – the redemption of our bad choices.
Romans 5 tells us how Adam’s bad choice introduced death into the world.  But that’s not the whole story.  In the same chapter we read this: “For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.” (Romans 5:17)    

Chuck Colson made some bad choices in his life.  His bad choices weren’t the result of a lack of education; Colson was brilliant, a graduate of Brown University and a law degree from George Washington University.  But as the special counsel to President Richard Nixon, Colson did some things that were illegal, immoral and destructive, destructive to Colson and to the country.  Colson was one of the few of those involved in the Watergate scandal who served time in prison for his crimes.  It was, as we might guess, a low point in his life.
But just before he went into prison, Colson had become a follower of Jesus; he, in the words of the book of Romans, “received God’s abundant provision of grace.”  As he sat in prison, Colson asked Jesus to help him to redeem all he had done wrong.  You probably know how that turned out.  When he was released from prison in 1976, Colson began a ministry called Prison Fellowship.  Here’s how a secular magazine describes Colson’s work today:  “Prison Fellowship claims an army of 100,000 volunteers, and takes a rather narrow approach to prison reform, believing that prisoners cannot be reformed without accepting the gospel of Jesus Christ.”  Prison Fellowship operates in all 50 states and in 110 countries around the world.  If you’ve ever participated in Project Angel Tree, you’ve participated in a ministry begun by Charles Colson.  Angel Tree is a program that provides Christmas presents to 500,000 children each year on behalf of their incarcerated parents.  Prison Fellowship not only serves those in prison; it also reaches out with the gospel to those who have been victims of crime.  Neither Chuck Colson nor God himself could undo Colson’s bad choices, but through the grace of Jesus Chuck Colson’s bad choices have been redeemed.
And Jesus can do the same thing with your bad choices and with mine.  The last word does not have to be guilt.  The last word does not have to be regret.  The last word does not have to be pain.  Through Jesus, the last word can be grace, grace that is greater than all our sins.  Let’s ask God for the grace we need to redeem our bad choices. 
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