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Genesis 1:31 tells us, that after creating space and time, darkness and light, birds, and fish and women and men, “God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good…”
Very good.  How good would something have to be for God to look at it and call it very good?  Most mornings, I try to make the bed.  I do a quick job, just enough so that I can look at it and call it good.  But then Kimberly looks at it.  And usually, it is not good.  For Kimberly to look at a freshly made bed and call it good, it’s going to be pretty darn good.
For God, who is perfect, to look upon something and pronounce it very good, means that this creation was perfect.  I might look at something I’ve made and think I did a good job, or read over my sermon notes on a Saturday night, and say “Good enough.”  But for God to look at something and see that it is very good, is altogether different.  God made this world and all that we see and even made human beings and saw that it was good.  
The problem is, it didn’t stay that way.  How many of us can look around the world today and say it is very good?  Sometimes we can.  But if we’re honest, we know that not everything in this world is very good.  Some of it is not good at all, and much of it is very bad.  How did it get this way?
We can do the same thing with ourselves, if we are honest (Screen—WE didn’t stay that way). Sometimes, we do ok, or even very well.  But sometimes, we’re not very good, and often times, we know that our words and our actions and our attitudes are not good at all.  All too often, if we are honest with ourselves, we are not “very good.”  How did we get this way?
Well, it wasn’t God’s doing.  It was ours.  If you read chapter 3 this week, you read about the Fall.  You read about forbidden fruit and temptation and sin.  And whether you read it or not, you’ve lived it.  I have.  I’ve been hurt by the sin of others and by my own sin, and in my own sinful nature I have hurt other people and other parts of God’s creation.  Have you?  We live under this curse of separation from the God who made us.  God made us for fellowship with Him, but our sin separates us. Here’s what it looked like way back then:  Gen 3:16-19
To the woman he said,  “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.”  And to the man he said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of the 
tree about which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life…By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground; for out of it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”  
That’s not what God made us for.  The words of Genesis are clear that we were made to live in fellowship with God.  Eden was heaven, or at least it was heavenly.  At our creation, all we had to do was live in God’s presence and be thankful for what God provided. But we failed.  And so we fell.  And so the 23rd verse of that same chapter tells us “therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which he was taken.”  
That is the human condition.  We were made by God to be with God.  But our sin has resulted in a separation.  The sin of Adam was inherited by you and me.  We can’t blame it on Adam and Eve, just as Adam couldn’t blame it on Eve.  I sin, and in the words of an old blues song it’s nobody’s fault but mine.  Can you say any different?  
That’s the situation.  You are dust, and to dust you shall return.  It wasn’t God’s choice, it is the consequences of our own rebellion.  We choose to go a different way, which means we walk away from God and toward death.
But God’s not done.
That’s the good news.  The good news is that God loves you so much that even though you and I willfully, over and over, walk away from God, God calls us back.  The One who made us to be in fellowship with him, doesn’t stop loving us, even when we stop loving him.  
Genesis ch. 3 tells us that even as Adam and Eve walked out of Eden, God provided clothing for them.  
So I want you to hear that.  Even when we walk away from God, we are not forgotten.  
If you  are bothered because you are so sure that you’ve been so bad that you cannot be redeemed, hear that.  
If you are bothered because someone you love has walked away from God, hear that.  
God does not forget us.  In Genesis chapter 3, we walk out of the heavenly garden of Eden.  The whole rest of the Bible tells us of the efforts God goes to in order to bring us back.  It is the story of salvation.
It is the story of a God who doesn’t want us to walk away.  The salvation story is the story of  how God calls us back so that we don’t have to experience the hell that is separation and isolation.  The salvation story tells us how God pursues us and calls us to turn back and accept the gift of life.
If you read through the chapter this week, you read stories that told of how God, in love for his people, provided opportunities to walk with Him, and saved them over and over and offers to save you and me.  
God provided a sacrifice on the mountain when Abraham acted in faith and obedience.   God led his people from the hell of slavery in Egypt.  
God spoke through the prophet Isaiah to tell us of the depth of his love that we would someday see in one who would give his very life for us.

And when the time was right, God came.  Wrapped in human flesh, but being the very presence of the eternal God, Jesus came and lived and taught and healed and died and rose, so that we could be saved from the hell of isolation from God.
And one night, a man approached Jesus.  Nicodemus the Pharisee had heard him, and was intrigued, but just couldn’t believe that the holy, perfect God could possibly accept sinful human beings and give them new life.
John 3.1-6 Now there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus, a leader of the Jews. 2He came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God; for no one can do these signs that you do apart from the presence of God.” 3Jesus answered him, 
“Very truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above.” 4Nicodemus said to him, “How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?” 5Jesus answered, “Very truly, I tell you, 
no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. 6What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit.
They talked a little more, but Nicodemus still had a little trouble understanding the incredible, life-giving message that Jesus was teaching, and then Jesus said this: 16“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 17“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 
18Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God.
So there is what it comes down to.  We’ve walked away.  We’ve encountered, over and over in our lives, the consequences of sin.  We are so broken that there is nothing we can do to fix ourselves.  But even when we walked away, God followed us.  Gave his only son.  And doesn’t tell us to be so good that we can earn our way back.  He just asks us to believe.
Can you believe this?  It’s so simple that it is almost too good to believe.  But that is what God calls us to do. Believe.  Believe that we are not as good as we sometimes want to think we are.  Believe that we need something that we cannot get on our own.  Believe that no matter how far we’ve gone away from God, that God loves us enough to follow and call us back.  Believe that we were made for more than these 70 or 90 or 20 years that we have on this earth.  Believe that these 70 or 90 or 20 years on earth don’t have to be lived in isolation, don’t have to be lived just for ourselves, don’t have to be empty of meaning.  Believe that God loves you enough to save you from the hells of a life without him and an eternity without him. 
Can you believe?
And if you can, then what?  
Well, every year, we have an Ash Wednesday service.  It is a service that calls us to remember those two complementary truths that we are sinners—but that we can turn from that and come back to the God who loves us enough to follow us to the gates of hell and bring us home.  And every year at that service, we receive the mark of the ashes on our foreheads, and as I do that, I say this:  “Repent, and believe the gospel.”  Repent, and believe.  
Repentance doesn’t mean we have to be perfect.  It means we have to know we’re not perfect, and it means we desire to turn back to the God who has been following and calling out to us   And if we know that, and we believe that good news that Jesus told Nicodemus that night, we’re saved.  Repent, and believe the Gospel.  That is how we receive salvation.
Now, there is more to be said.  The scriptures are pretty clear that we are not to repent once and believe and go back to the life we’ve always been leading.  When we believe, God’s grace works on us, and draws us closer and closer, and makes our lives look more like the life of Christ.  We’ll talk about that in the coming weeks as we continue reading this Believe book together.  But this is the starting point.  
If you’ve walked away, like we all have, you can come back.  The God who was still cared for Adam and Eve when they walked out of the garden cares for you today.  The God who provided for Abraham provides for us.  The God who saved the Israelites from slavery in Egypt saves us from slavery to sin and selfishness.  The God who came in Christ and spoke to Nicodemus speaks to me and you with that amazing truth that God loves you and me so much that he sent his own son so that we wouldn’t have to suffer an eternity of death but could have new, abundant, eternal life with him. Do you believe?
That’s what salvation is all about.
