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      IN RECENT DECADES Western culture has undergone radical changes, while in the Majority World we are witnessing an astonishing revival of religion. Given the contextual nature of the theological task, Christian dogmatics must therefore now refresh its interface with Western and global culture. In so doing, it must maintain continuity with the faith “once for all delivered to the saints.” And, as Alasdair MacIntyre has argued, all such scholarship necessarily operates out of a tradition and develops from and in this tradition. Clifford Anderson notes that Abraham Kuyper and Karl Barth may have been “the greatest Reformed minds of the nineteenth and the twentieth century respectively.”1 As will be apparent, we have great respect for Karl Barth, and his work is a major dialogue partner in this volume. However, the tradition in which we work and in which this book is positioned is that of Dutch neo-Calvinism, or what is commonly called the Kuyperian tradition, named after Abraham Kuyper (1837–1920).2


      The Kuyperian tradition is an orthodox Christian tradition that we see as entirely congruent with our evangelicalism. Craig is an Anglican and Bruce a Baptist. Both of us discovered the Kuyperian tradition as evangelicals and have found it to be incredibly enriching and relevant for today. We have never experienced the Kuyperian tradition as restrictive and have found it to be a fertile place from which to engage fully with other traditions and to learn all we can from them. We hope that is clear in this volume, in which we lean on the rich tradition of reflection on creation down through the ages. In recent decades the Kuyperian tradition has made immense strides in philosophy, but far less so in theology. The only recent English systematic theology in the Kuyperian (Dooyeweerdian) tradition is the one-volume work by Gordon Spykman, Reformational Theology: A New Paradigm for Doing Dogmatics.3


      This book (along with further volumes possibly to follow) is thus designed to explore and develop the rich resources of the Kuyperian tradition for contemporary systematic theology. The doctrine of creation is central to the Kuyperian tradition, but remarkably the tradition has not produced a major doctrine of creation. Thus, we are delighted to contribute toward filling this gap.


      Above we quoted Anderson’s comparison of Barth and Kuyper. Of course, as Anderson notes, there are important differences between them. One vital thing they have in common is their engagement with Scripture. Nowadays it is rare to find theologians like Karl Barth, who, as his theological framework takes hold, does more and not less exegesis. Kuyper, too, is exemplary in this respect. His three-volume classic, Common Grace, published in English by Lexham Press, devotes the first volume to common grace in Scripture, before he moves on to theology and its application. Our aim here is to do theology in deep engagement with Scripture, as do Kuyper and Barth. This is exceptionally hard work, and readers will often find detailed exegesis in subsections, much like in Barth’s Church Dogmatics. Scripture, and not our or any other tradition, has final authority when it comes to theology. Barth is in many ways the father of contemporary theological interpretation, and we welcome this renaissance and seek to embody its springtime in biblical interpretation in our work.4


      Indeed, we learned from Calvin that a role of theology is to help Christians read their Bibles better. This, after all, is why he wrote his Institutes. In our view this is particularly true of the doctrine of creation. As the first act in the great drama of Scripture,5 creation is fundamental to all that follows, and our reading of the Bible will inevitably be deficient without a robust, biblical doctrine of creation. Our hope is that a doctrine of creation that engages deeply with Scripture will similarly enrich contemporary biblical interpretation.


      The Kuyperian tradition is known for being wonderfully trinitarian and Christocentric.6 Another distinctive of the tradition is the way it carries through the comprehensive range of creation in its work and vision. This is one reason we regard this tradition as so important for today. Especially in our final chapter, readers will get a sense of how the doctrine of creation opens out into area after area of contemporary life. It was for good reasons that Barth situated ethics under the doctrine of creation in his Church Dogmatics. In our view, if we are to facilitate a depth of engagement of the gospel with contemporary culture, as Lesslie Newbigin called for repeatedly, then something like the Kuyperian tradition is urgently needed.


      Theology is vital for the life of the church. Theologians reflect on Scripture and seek to articulate and develop the core beliefs of Scripture and thus of the church in dialogue with their contexts. Every generation needs to do this afresh as new challenges and questions arise, drawing on Scripture and the great tradition of Christian thought. Our hope is that this volume will contribute to a renewed appreciation for and appropriation of the doctrine of creation. There is much at stake in this regard. Indeed, it is hard to see how Christians today will rise to the many challenges for public theology and ethics without a robust, biblical doctrine of creation.


      It should be noted that unlike much contemporary work on creation, we have resisted making contemporary science our major dialogue partner. We do turn to science in the final chapter but only briefly. Our goal is the development of a constructive, biblical doctrine of creation, and in our view a next step would be deep engagement with science.


      We are grateful to acknowledge the help of Craig’s research assistants, Keegan Lodder and Mark Standish, and Bruce’s research assistant, Dennis Greeson. We are delighted to dedicate this book to the Kirby Laing Foundation. They generously funded Craig’s postdoctoral work and continue to support our work through the Kirby Laing Institute for Christian Ethics with remarkable grace.
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      THIS BOOK HAS its origins in an informal gathering of scholar-friends at Craig’s former home in Hamilton, Ontario, where we identified the need for constructive theology as a priority. We are grateful to Michael Goheen, Heath Thomas, and David Beldman, who joined us for that weekend. A donor kindly funded a small gathering of like-minded scholars in Princeton, at which we were able to share an early version of some of our work. The KLICE Scripture Collective provides an incredibly rich context in which to do our work, for which we remain so grateful. In 2019 Bruce was granted a sabbatical by SEBTS, and in 2019–2020 Craig was a senior research fellow at the Carl Henry Center at Trinity International University. We are grateful to both institutions for their support in this work. IVP Academic has been a joy to work with. This book was commissioned when Dan Reid and David Congdon were at IVP; it has been brought to completion under Jon Boyd and the sterling work of Rebecca Carhart, Ryan Davis, Elissa Schauer, Sheila Urban, Dan van Loon, and their teams. Community is at the heart of the KLICE Scripture Collective, and this work has emerged out of a deep friendship within that context, for which we both give thanks.
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WE BEGIN AT an unusual place in Scripture for a doctrine of creation—namely, the well-known story of Peter’s disowning of Jesus in Mark 14:66-72. What, you might wonder, could this searing account of Peter’s betrayal of Jesus possibly have to do with the doctrine of creation? A great deal, as it turns out. In his extraordinary work Mimesis, written while in exile in Istanbul, Erich Auerbach (1892–1957) uses this story to illustrate, by comparison with extracts from Petronius’s (AD 27–66) Satyricon and Tacitus’s (AD 56–117) Annals, the limits of realism in antiquity, limits overcome by Jewish-Christian literature, of which Mark 14 is his major example.1

Auerbach argues that “a scene like Peter’s denial fits into no antique genre. It is too serious for comedy, too contemporary and everyday for tragedy, politically too insignificant for history—and the form which was given it is one of such immediacy that its like does not exist in the literature of antiquity.”2 The representation of Peter is entirely realistic; it is filled with tension and heart-breaking betrayal and presents us, through the experience of this humble fisherman, with the image of the human person in the deepest, highest, and most tragic sense. Such realism is incompatible with the style of antiquity, in which it could only be thought of as farce or comedy but is in fact neither. As Auerbach notes, “It portrays something which neither the poets nor the historians of antiquity ever set out to portray: the birth of a spiritual movement in the depths of the common people, from within the everyday occurrences of contemporary life, which thus assumes an importance it could never have assumed in antique literature.”3

And this feature is not unique to the story of Peter’s disavowal of Jesus. Peter and the other characters in the New Testament are caught up in a universal movement that gradually emerges into the foreground of history. What the New Testament shows is the unfolding of historical forces:

What we see here is a world which on the one hand is entirely real, average, identifiable as to place, time, and circumstances, but which on the other hand is shaken in its very foundations, is transforming and renewing itself before our eyes. For the New Testament authors who are their contemporaries, these occurrences on the plane of everyday life assume the importance of world- revolutionary events, as later on they will for everyone.4


How, one is compelled to ask, did the authors of the Gospels capture this ethos and thereby transform realism in literature? Remarkably—for, as Auerbach noted, “I am a Prussian and of the Jewish faith”5—he locates the source of this major shift in representation in the incarnation:

It was graphically and harshly dramatized through God’s incarnation in a human being of the humblest social station, through his existence on earth amid humble everyday people and conditions, and through his Passion which, judged by earthly standards, was ignominious; and it naturally came to have . . . a most decisive bearing upon man’s conception of the tragic and the sublime.6



Not surprisingly, there has been considerable discussion of Auerbach’s work in literary circles.a His work is part of the “romance philology” of the early and mid-twentieth century, and the sort of realism it advocates has not always fared well amidst the changes in literary studies since then. However, as A. D. Nuttall observes, “Auerbach’s book survives. When a writer is honest and learned and intelligent, he deserves to survive. Since 1946 criticism has deviated from lines laid down by Auerbach and has contested many of his assertions. Again and again he emerges from the dust and confusion in somewhat better shape than his attackers.”b

Robert Doran notes that Mimesis can be read alongside modern histories of religion such as Marcel Gauchet’s The Disenchantment of the World: A Political History of Religion.c For Gauchet, Christianity contains the seed of the modern secular state. By bringing transcendence down to earth, Christianity allowed the state to emerge, which then gradually divests itself of otherworldly reference, leading to secularism. Doran suggests that Auerbach can be read similarly, but in our view this is not the case and certainly not true of Christianity. Suffice it to note that the way in which in the Gospels “low-born, anonymous individuals are represented with dignity and nobility, in effect performing aesthetically the religious ideas expounded in the text,”d leads logically in the opposite direction to secularism—namely, to a world “charged with the grandeur of God.”e

aE.g., A. D. Nuttall, “Auerbach’s Mimesis,” Essays in Criticism 54, no. 1 (2004): 60-74; Galili Shahar, “Auerbach’s Scars: Judaism and the Question of Literature,” Jewish Quarterly Review 101, no. 4 (2011): 604-30; Robert Doran, “Literary History and the Sublime in Erich Auerbach’s ‘Mimesis,’” New Literary History 38, no. 2 (2007): 353-69.

bNuttall, “Auerbach’s Mimesis,” 72.

cDoran, “Literary History,” 361.

dIbid., 362.

eGerard Manley Hopkins, The Major Works, Including All the Poems and Selected Prose (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986, 2002), 128.




The incarnation is inextricably intertwined with the doctrine of creation, as, for example, John’s prologue to his Gospel makes clear. Early on in his classic On the Incarnation, Athanasius likewise observes that “as we give an account of this [the incarnation], it is first necessary to speak about the creation of the universe and its maker, God, so that one may thus worthily reflect that its recreation was accomplished by the Word who created it in the beginning. For it will appear not at all contradictory if the Father works its salvation in the same one by whom he created it.”7 It is the biblical doctrine of creation and its extraordinary correlate in the incarnation that links the particular and the universal, that infuses the ordinary and the concrete with the presence of the divine, that unleashes historical forces with eternal significance, that creates the context for a drama of this earthy, visceral, concrete, everyday world in which God is the chief actor and in which we are invited to participate.

Auerbach’s work helps to defamiliarize us with the doctrine of creation, which we too often take for granted. Approaching our world through the lens of creation is radical in our late modern context and provides fresh perspectives on area after area of life. For example, we would not quickly associate creation with a revolution in representation in literature, and yet that is precisely what, according to Auerbach, we find in the Gospels, indeed in the whole Bible. Much recent work on Christian spirituality has likewise recognized the role of the ordinary, the everyday, and this too is rooted in creation.

From this fresh perspective we can see how right Karl Barth was when he wrote, “But it is a great and special thing to have and to confess the belief: credo in Deum . . . creatorem coeli et terrae.”8 The doctrine of creation is like Moses and the burning bush; it is one before which we should take off our shoes, for we stand on holy ground. Appropriated by faith in “the One who, according to the Easter story, goes through closed doors,”9 this doctrine enables us to break through the closed doors of a jaded, mute secularism and of a sub-Christian sacred-secular dualism in order to begin to see the world for what it really is—namely, the creation in which, as Gerard Manley Hopkins pointed out, Christ plays in ten thousand places.10 The doctrine of creation should be approached in a spirit of worship and awe because thereby we enter the spirit in which it will be celebrated for all eternity:


You are worthy, our Lord and God,

to receive glory and honor and power,

for you created all things,

and by your will they existed and were created. (Rev 4:11)




OUR APPROACH


The doctrine of creation is something we appropriate by faith and thus confess rather than reason toward. Accordingly, we begin in chapter one with an examination of the confession of creation in the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds and the central issues that emerge from this confession. The doctrine of creation has a long history in the life of the church through the ages, for better and for worse, and in chapters two and three we trace key moments and theologians in this history, one that we describe as both travail and glory.

In chapter four we attend to the source of creation in God as the Father Almighty and to the one attribute identified by the creeds, his omnipotence. God creates heaven and earth, two primary places, and chapters five through seven focus on the furnishing of the earth (chap. 5), the diverse “inhabitants” and places of the earthly realm (chap. 6), and the heavenly realm (chap. 7).

Genesis 1:1–2:3 has two peaks, the creation of humankind and God’s resting on the seventh day. Chapter eight attends to that second peak, focusing on Sabbath, as well as the fall and what we call “misdirection.” Part of humankind’s vocation is to develop the potentials built into the creation to the glory of God, what we call the creation mandate, and we attend to creation and that delightful work of culture making in chapter nine. God’s work with his creation does not cease once it has come into existence, and in chapter ten we deal with providence. This is intimately related to God’s economy, his goal or telos for his creation, and we focus on this in chapter eleven.

Creation is utterly comprehensive and therefore has implications for all of life as God has made it. Much of this cannot be dealt with in this volume. Nevertheless, in chapter twelve we provide a series of caveats, exploring the doctrine in various directions to show its fertility and relevance.
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  The Doctrine of Creation as an Article of Faith


  

    THE CREEDS ARE WONDERFUL, compressed statements that need to be recovered, celebrated, and appropriated afresh today. Consider an analogy with a large-scale map. If you love your country, then you will understand the value of a such a map enabling you to see the overarching shape of the land in which you live. Similarly, the creeds map for us the great and indispensable landmarks of the geography of Christian belief.


    Their indispensability is revealed in the pages of church history. J. N. D. Kelly’s Early Christian Creeds probably remains the standard work in English on the history of the early creeds. Reading Kelly, it is fascinating to navigate the origins of the creeds in the Old Testament and New Testament and developments among the early church fathers and on toward the medieval era. Kelly rightly notes that “the creeds of Christendom have never been dry-as-dust documents. . . . They have been theological manifestos, shot through with doctrinal significance and sometimes deeply stained with the marks of controversy.”1


    Luke Timothy Johnson alerts us to the importance of the creed for today. “I think that the Christian creed enunciates a powerful and provocative understanding of the world, one that ought to scandalize a world that runs on the accepted truths of Modernity.”2 He notes that at least from the mid-nineteenth century onward, part of being an intellectual has involved a distaste for creeds, especially those of Christianity. Indeed, “for Modernity, belief in a creed is a sign of intellectual failure.”3 Johnson rightly notes that when we reflect on the creed, we ought to bear such cultured despisers of the faith in mind because we live in modernity, and even many believers who recite the creeds weekly espouse the worldview of modernity without realizing it.


    Johnson helpfully discerns three functions of the creed: it is a personal and communal profession of faith, it is a rule of faith, and it provides a definition of faith. As he asserts, the provision of a definition of faith remains vital today. When Christians say the creed, we affirm certain truths and commit ourselves to live by them. In so doing we reject other beliefs that many of our contemporaries believe to be true. Being a Christian means consciously espousing a specific worldview and the concomitant practices of the church as one seeks to embody that worldview in daily life.


    Faith is a way of knowing reality, and Christians ought to insist on the realism entailed in our confession. Faith connects us with the true shape of the world and is not “less real” than the limited but impressive “ways of knowing by which the wheels of the world’s empirical engine are kept spinning.”4 We need formative practices that establish us again and again in a view of the world that includes “all that is, seen and unseen.”


    As we begin our immersion into the doctrine of creation, the creeds thus position us within the heart of the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church. They provide us with a large-scale map of the geography of Christian doctrine, and it is no mistake that they begin immediately with creation. The Apostles’ Creed begins,


    

      I believe in God, the Father almighty,


      creator of heaven and earth.


    


    The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed begins,


    

      We believe in one God,


      the Father, the Almighty,


      maker of heaven and earth,


      of all that is, seen and unseen.


    


    Our concern in this volume is that act of creation with which the creeds begin. Donald Wood points out that the first article of the Nicene Creed draws three relations to our attention:


    

      	

        the relation between the Father, “the maker of all things,” and the Son, “through whom all things came to be”


      


      	

        the relation between God and creation


      


      	

        the relation between heaven and earth5


      


    


    To the relationship between Father and Son, we would add the equally significant relation between them and the Spirit as the source and giver of life. Implicitly the Apostles’ Creed and explicitly the Nicene Creed see the act of creation as that of the triune God. In chapter four—and throughout—we will attend to the trinitarian nature of God as creator. The third relation is dealt with in chapter seven. Here we will focus on the second relation.


    

    

      
The Nicene Creed originated in the fourth century AD out of the Council of Nicaea and the Council of Constantinople. A delightful tradition arose of linking the Apostles’ Creed directly to the apostles,a but it is in fact later than the Nicene Creed, originating in the eighth century. However, the Apostles’ Creed is a descendant of the much earlier Roman Creed or Symbol.


        Creedal language has its origins in both Old Testament and New. Gerhard von Rad drew attention to creedal statements in the Hexateuch (Deut 26:5-10; 6:12-24; Josh 24:2-13) as the basis from which the larger narratives were developed. Von Rad noted that there is no mention in these creeds of the Sinai event, nor of creation, both of which he argued were added later. He found similar, albeit later, historical summaries in Psalms 78, 105, and 136, of which he observed, “These historical summaries in hymn form are still thoroughly confessional in kind.”b


        Von Rad did us a disservice in making creation subsidiary and secondary to redemption. He also failed to refer to one of the most significant creedal statements in the Old Testament—namely, the Shema in Deuteronomy 6:4. With its emphasis on God as “one”—the only God and the only one to whom Israel owes allegiance—the Shema’s influence on the Nicene Creed may be seen in the opening line and in “one Lord.” Just as creation is implicit in the one-clause christological creedal statements we find in the New Testament, such as “Jesus is Lord,” so too is it implicit in the Old Testament creedal statements.


        We cannot here discuss the development of creedal statements in any detail, and readers are referred to the major works in this area.c Suffice it to note that in the New Testament creation is implicit in the one-clause christological creedal statements but explicit in some of the two-clause ones. Particularly noteworthy are the following: “Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist” (1 Cor 8:6), and “In the presence of God, who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you . . .” (1 Tim 6:13).


        The same foundational emphasis on creation is found throughout the church fathers, a study of whose doctrines of creation makes for a research feast. Creedal language among the Fathers has its origins in baptismal formulae and in catechetical instruction. One of the earliest and most famous is found in Shepherd of Hermas 2: “First of all, believe that God is one, Who created and fashioned all things, and made all things come into existence out of non-existence.” J. N. D. Kelly notes that Hermas was familiar with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit triad, so that “First of all” suggests a trinitarian pattern for the catechesis of which this is a fragment.d


        Both the Nicene and the Apostles’ Creeds refer to creation as the first divine action, and both refer to “heaven and earth,” a merism for everything. The Nicene Creed adds “of all that is, seen and unseen.” In our view this addition is more of an unpacking of “heaven and earth” than a significant addition. A legacy of Greek philosophy and of the Platonic tradition in particular was to privilege the unseen over the seen. The Nicene Creed makes clear that both are part of God’s good creation. As Luke Timothy Johnson observes, we tend to be in the reverse situation today, one in which the reality of the unseen needs to be emphasized.e The Nicene Creed also includes references to creation in its reference to Christ as the one “by whom all things were made” and to the Holy Spirit as “the Lord and giver of life.” Its doctrine of creation is thus more strongly and overtly trinitarian than that of the Apostles’ Creed.


        aCf. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds.


        bGerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 1, The Theology of Israel’s Historical Traditions (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 123.


        cSee Jaroslav Pelikan, Credo: Historical and Theological Guide to Creeds and Confessions of Faith in the Christian Tradition (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003); Wolfram Kinzig, ed., Faith in Formulae: A Collection of Early Christian Creeds and Creed-Related Texts, 4 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); Liuwe Westra, The Apostles’ Creed: Origin, History and Some Early Commentaries, Research on the Inheritance of Early and Medieval Christianity 43 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002); etc.


        dKelly, Early Christian Creeds, 67.


        eJohnson, Creed, 99.


      


    


    The Nicene Creed speaks of the Son as “eternally begotten” but of heaven and earth as made by the Father and through the Son. The language of “begotten” points to the necessary relation between the Son and the Father, whereas “maker of heaven and earth” evokes the contingency of the creation and its utter dependency on God’s resolve to create.6 Wood rightly reiterates this in Robert Sokolowski’s “now-familiar counterfactual terms”:


    

      In the Christian understanding, if the world had not been, God would still be. Furthermore, God would not be diminished in any way, in his goodness and perfection, if the world were not. While the world is understood as possibly not having been, God is understood as not being perfected in any way, as not increasing in goodness, by virtue of the actual existence of the world.7


    


    At base the doctrine of creation means that apart from God everything that exists owes its existence to God’s free act of ushering the world into existence and sustaining it as such. This receives added emphasis in the Nicene Creed’s “seen and unseen.” Both creeds affirm creatio ex nihilo. Among the church fathers there was some disagreement about this, so that Justin Martyr, for example, believed that God created from formless matter;8 “seen and unseen” rules out such a view if it means that such matter is uncreated.


    The first clause of the creeds thus presents us with the contingency of creation, creatio ex nihilo, and internal differentiation within the creation between heaven and earth and between things seen and unseen. Chapters four, five, and six deal with this differentiation within creation, or what we call “creation order.”


    

      CREATION AS A DOCTRINE OF FAITH



      What is involved in the creeds is a confession, a declaration from the core of our being, that commits the person or persons making this declaration to a particular view of life and of the world.9 As with the Lord’s Prayer, the confession positions the one or ones making the confession within the circle of believers. The result is that such confession is far more than mental assent to a set of propositions; it includes a strong cognitive dimension but always as part of the disposition of the whole person. Belief or faith emerges from the deepest recesses of the human person, from what Old Testament Wisdom literature calls “the heart,” as do reason and emotion, so that what is confessed in the creeds is arrived at not first or finally via logic or rational analysis of our world but through faith in Jesus Christ.


      Within the circle of believers this doctrine often seems obvious, so that one might conclude that any rational person would espouse it. However, Hebrews 11:3 is clear that it is only “by faith” that we understand that the world was made by the word of God, a reference to Genesis 1, in which the creation emerges through divine fiat.


      Faith always finds expression in worship, and thus it is not surprising that in the scenes of worship in Revelation creation is often mentioned. In Hebrews 11 faith is trust in what we cannot see, and this finds an analogy in Revelation 4:1, in which John sees a door standing open in heaven. The voice like a trumpet (cf. Rev 1:10) beckons John to “come up here,” and so he enters heaven through the open door and is granted to see what is not normally available to faith. He sees God on his throne surrounded by twenty-four elders on their thrones, the seven torches of fire, and the four living creatures.


      

        

          The position of ἐστίν at the start of Hebrews 11:1 is emphatic: Ἔστιν δὲ πίστις ἐλπιζομένων ὑπόστασις, πραγμάτων ἔλεγχος οὐ βλεπομένων. Hebrews is classical in its tendency to omit the copula, and where ἐστίν occurs, as here, it is exceptional or indicates that it functions in another way.a Turner translates ἐστίν as “represents”; Lane as “celebrates.”b The meaning of ὓποστασις is also disputed. The linguistic evidence of the meaning at the time Hebrews was written indicates objective, tangible reality in contrast to appearances.c Hence Lane translates ὓποστασις as “objective reality,” Spicq as “objective guarantee,”d and Bruce as “firm foundation,” although he leans toward the more subjective meaning of “assurance.”e Lane notes that the second clause is in apposition to the first and proposes that ἑλεγχος be translated as “demonstration.”f The use of the negative οὐ with a participle is unusual in the New Testament and indicates that the negation is decisive; “it stresses the fact that the events cannot be perceived through objective sense perception.”g This is confirmed by the Old Testament examples of faith given in this section, of believers who often had nothing to depend on other than the promises of God. As is common in Hebrews, “faith” in the opening verse of this new section links back to Hebrews 10:38-39 in the previous section, reminding us of the committed nature of faith. Käsemann thus rightly notes that “faith arises when a person lets himself be convinced by God, and so attains a certainty which is objectively grounded and which transcends all human possibilities in its reliability.”h


          Hebrews 11:3 is the first in a chain of examples—anaphora—all beginning with Πιστει, best translated as “By faith . . .”: πίστει νοοῦμεν κατηρτίσθαι τοὺς αἰῶνας ῥήματι θεοῦ, εἰς τὸ μὴ ἐκ φαινομένων τὸ βλεπόμενον γεγονέναι. Hebrews 11:3a clearly refers to Genesis 1. Κατηρτισθαι means “put in proper order”i and is used in the Septuagint with the meanings “to establish, create, order.” Thus NIV’s “formed” is preferable to NRSV’s “prepared.” Such ordering by fiat is precisely what we find in Genesis 1. The word νοειν evokes Romans 1:20 and Wisdom 13:1-5. Importantly, the author notes that such understanding is “by faith”; it is a gift that comes with faith. Faith is more than cognitive but not less. Hebrews 11:3b is couched in Hellenistic language, and some have discerned the influence of Platonism here, but Platonism is here rejected since for Plato and Plotinus the world was made out of a visible mass.


          Hebrews 11:1-3 is rich in creation doctrine. Creation is to be celebrated (cf. Job 38:7); it is truly doxological. Bruce translates Hebrews 11:6, “Now without faith it is impossible to give him pleasure . . .”j As we celebrate the world in all its God-given dimensions as creation, we give God pleasure! By faith our world is seen objectively and with certainty as creation. The doctrine of creation can only be grasped by faith and not through that which can be seen. By means of its anti-Platonism, Hebrews 11:3 expresses implicitly a doctrine of creatio ex nihilo.k


          aCf. Nigel Turner, A Grammar of New Testament Greek, vol. 3, Syntax (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1963), 307.


          bWilliam L. Lane, Hebrews 9–13, WBC 47b (Dallas: Word, 1991), 325.


          cIbid.


          dCeslas Spicq, L’Épître aux Hébreux, vol. 2, Etudes Bibliques (Paris: Gabalda, 1952), 337-38.


          eF. F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews, rev. ed., NICNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 276-67.


          fLane, Hebrews 9–13, 326.


          gIbid.


          hErnst Käsemann, Das wandernde Gottesvolk: Eine Untersuchung zum Hebräerbrief, 4th ed., Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 37 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1961), 22.


          iLane, Hebrews 9–13, 331.


          jBruce, Epistle to the Hebrews, 281.


          kSee ibid., 279-80; Arnold Erhardt, The Framework of the New Testament Stories (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964), 200-233.


        


      


      The living creatures never cease to declare God’s holiness, and whenever they worship, the twenty-four elders fall down and declare:


      

        You are worthy, our Lord and God,


        to receive glory and honor and power,


        for you created all things,


        and by your will they existed and were created. (Rev 4:11)


      


      We learn from this that the doctrine of creation is a doxological truth as well as an eschatological one. The twenty-four elders represent the one, catholic people of God, and it is as they are before God that they worship God for his act of creation and for his sustaining the creation in existence. The living creatures symbolize all animate life, and in their worship they do what all of creation is meant to do! John is told to come up through the door “and I will show you what must take place after this.” His vision is thus of what is to come, in the sense of the last days inaugurated by Christ, and thereby alerts us to the inextricable link between the doctrine of creation, Christology, and eschatology.


      

        

          Beale notes, “The circular constructions around the throne symbolically enhance God’s cosmic, universal kingship, a symbolic configuration attested elsewhere in the ancient world.”a The three stones mentioned in Revelation 4:3 (cf. Ex 28; Ezek 28) evoke God’s glory and anticipate the fuller list of precious stones in Revelation 21, where God’s glory is manifested not only in heaven but throughout the new creation.b Many proposals have been made about the identities of the elders.c In our view the number twenty-four indicates that they represent the twelve tribes of the Old Testament and the twelve apostles of the New Testament, thereby representing the one, catholic people of God. The seven torches in front of the throne are described as the seven spirits of God. There is a clear reference here and in Revelation 5:6 to the vision in Zechariah 4:1-14. The seven torches represent the Spirit of God; in Revelation 4 they are in heaven, but in Revelation 5, as a result of Christ’s work, they are sent out as agents of God “into all the earth.” The identity of the four living creatures—one like a lion, one like an ox, one like a human, and one like a flying eagle—has also occasioned dispute. Beale concludes that they represent the “whole created order of animate life” as well as representing the creator, as indicated by their omniscient seeing.d Revelation 4:11 finds its closest Old Testament parallel in Daniel 4:37, in Nebuchadnezzar’s concluding hymn of praise, a reminder, inter alia, of the journey that can be required to come to this confession! In Revelation 4:11b we find creatio continua and creatio ex nihilo mentioned, assuming “they were” to mean something like “they continually exist”;e intriguingly, the former occurs first, presumably because this would be a major encouragement to John’s readers.


          aG. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 320.


          bIbid., 321.


          cSee A. Feuillet, Johannine Studies (New York: Alba House, 1964), 183-214; Charles Brütsch, Die Offenbarung Jesu Christi: Zürcher Bibelkommentare (Zurich: Zwingli, 1970), 220-24.


          dBeale, Book of Revelation, 329; cf. Brütsch, Die Offenbarung Jesu Christi, 230-33.


          eCf. Beale, Book of Revelation, 335; A. F. Johnson, “Revelation,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1981), 12:464.


        


      


      Why is this doctrine doxological and eschatological? Because it is only clear in the light of God and his good purposes for the creation. The doctrine of creation implies that this is indeed the best of all possible worlds, as Leibniz asserted.10 However, this side of the fall and amidst the often dark forces of history, it is easy to sympathize with Voltaire, who ruthlessly satirized Leibniz’s view in his novel Candide. The effect of what has gone wrong in God’s “very good” (Gen 1:31) creation is that, as Hebrews alerts us, we do not now naturally see that the world was created by the word of God. Belief in creation is “by faith.” It is only as we encounter the living God in worship and learn of his purpose for his creation, particularly as revealed in Christ, that we are able to embrace the doctrine of creation as the glorious truth that it is. It is glorious and ought to call forth the sort of response illustrated in Revelation 4:9-11.


      Hebrews 11:3 is part of Hebrews 11:1-3, the introductory statement about the nature of faith that precedes the roll call of that great crowd of witnesses who achieved greatness through trusting God’s promise, often against great odds. This reminds us that just as faith is often far from easy, so too is belief in the doctrine of creation. Job is not part of the roll call of faith in Hebrews 11, but he would be a worthy addition. Belief in God as creator and God’s just ordering of his world is central to Job but also at the heart of his questioning and crisis.


      

        

          It is perhaps in Job 3 that Job’s problem with the doctrine of creation emerges most personally and clearly. Job’s soliloquy/lament is very personal; he uses the creation language of Genesis 1 in particular to express his agony and in the process, as several scholars have noted, extends his curse to destroy not just himself but the entire creation.a In Job 3:8 Job calls on the magicians who are able to unleash the Sea and Leviathan, the great monsters of chaos “who presumably would devour not only Job’s night of conception but also the cosmos itself.”b In Genesis 1 and Psalm 33 we find creation by divine decree (see chap. 5). Job subverts this tradition by beginning in Job 3:3-10 with seven curses directed against the day of his birth and the night of his conception. The dominant metaphors in Job 3 are the binary poles of light and darkness, which are found in day one of the creation account in Genesis 1. The seven curses recall the seven days of creation in Genesis 1:1–2:3. Perdue notes that “‘Day’ and ‘Night,’ the temporal order of creation and history, are assaulted in what can only be described as a blasphemous effort to return to primordial chaos, prior to the time of beginnings.”c Furthermore, Genesis 1:1–2:3 uses fifteen jussives to accomplish creation, whereas Job’s curses in 3:3-10 contain sixteen jussives and prohibitions, adding one to counter the view of Genesis 1:1–2:3.d Genesis 1:1–2:3 ends in “rest” (šābat), and Job also seeks “rest” (3:17, 26) but he uses the alternative word nûaḥ, perhaps an ironic denial of Sabbath rest. Job’s problem with creation is focused on himself in chapter three: “Why were there knees to receive me, or breasts for me to suck?” (Job 3:12). He rails in particular against his creation, but, of course, as part of creation his curse must also extinguish the knees and breasts that received him and ultimately the entire creation.


          McGrath asserts, “Job 38:1–42:6 sets out what is unquestionably the most comprehensive understanding of God as creator to be found in the Old Testament, stressing the role of God as creator and sustainer of the world.”e This neglected text will be referred to in several chapters since it deals with a variety of issues related to creation. For now it is important to note the emphasis on epistemology in 38:4-5, in which the words understanding and know occur. As others have recognized, Job 38–42 contains myriad questions, all designed to decenter Job and to foreground Yahweh as creator and sustainer of the universe. Not surprisingly, therefore, the dominant interrogative is “Who?” These chapters stress Yahweh’s deity and Job’s creatureliness and thus his limitations. He was not there when Yahweh laid the foundation of the earth (Job 38:4); he does not comprehend the mysteries of light and darkness and of the elements, nor does he oversee the animal world, which often operates far from human sight and existence; and he certainly cannot control Behemoth and Leviathan, figures that probably symbolize dangerous and potentially uncontrollable elements in the creation, including evil. Job is not a book about the epistemology of creation, but it does bear strongly on this and alerts us, inter alia, to the ontological gap between God and the human. Creation implies a view of the whole, and this is only available to God, so that a relationship with him is indispensable to grasping this doctrine.


          aMichael A. Fishbane, “Jeremiah 4:23-6 and Job 3:3-13: A Recovered Use of the Creation Pattern,” Vetus Testamentum 21, no. 2 (1971): 151-67; Dermot Cox, “The Desire for Oblivion in Job 3,” Studii Biblici Franciscani Liber Annus 23 (1973): 37-49; Leo G. Perdue, “Job’s Assault on Creation,” Hebrew Annual Review 10 (1987): 295-315; Perdue, Wisdom Literature: A Theological History (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2007), 98-102.


          bPerdue, Wisdom Literature, 99.


          cIbid., 100.


          dIbid.


          eAlister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 5th ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 216.


        


      


      Amidst his suffering it is only through his encounter with God and his tour of the creation that Job is able to find again the solid ground of belief in God and thus in creation. Clearly, therefore, the doctrine of creation is an article of faith, as Barth insists.11 Belief in creation is utterly foundational to Christian belief, as its occurrence in the first clause of the creeds makes crystal clear. As Johnson observes, “The designation of God as creator, or as ‘the one who makes’ (ho poiētēs), grounds all other statements of the creed. It is because God, the one, all-powerful Father, is the source of all things that God can be revealer, savior, sanctifier, and judge of all.”12


    


    

    

      THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION AND THE SENSUS DIVINITATIS



      Barth rightly insists that belief in creation issues from faith, but one wonders whether Barth does not go too far when he maintains that the doctrine of creation “is neither native to him [the human person] nor accessible by way of observation and logical thinking; for which he has no organ and no ability.”13


      Calvin would certainly argue otherwise. He maintains that “there exists in the human minds and indeed by natural instinct, some sense of Deity.”14 God has so endowed humans that all are aware that there is a God and that he is their maker. Calvin invokes the universality of religion in support of his view, and while he acknowledges that humans try to efface this knowledge, “all men of sound Judgment will therefore hold, that a sense of Deity is indelibly engraved on the human heart. And that this belief is naturally engendered in all, and thoroughly fixed as it were in our very bones.”15


      Thus, for Calvin, belief in God and in him as creator is indeed native to humankind, who naturally possess a sense of the divine (sensus divinitatis). However, it is equally important to note Calvin’s awareness that humans in their rebellion against God seek to evade and suppress this knowledge. Calvin, of course, lived long before the Enlightenment and the widespread atheism of the post-Enlightenment era. Schopenhauer (1788–1860), with his overwhelming sense of the misery and brokenness of life—he strongly disagreed with Leibniz that this is the best of all worlds—was the first modern philosopher to openly embrace atheism. Since then atheism has become standard fare in Western academic circles so that it is harder nowadays to argue, like Calvin, from the universality of religion. Indeed, to a significant extent modernity, with its diverse institutions, has been built on the premise of a-theism (away from theism) so that a rejection of God is no longer just an individual matter but one that seeps through the major public institutions of our day. However, just as the secularization hypothesis was receiving widespread affirmation in the twentieth century, by the end of that same century sociologists such as Peter Berger were revising their theories to take account of the huge renaissance of religion worldwide and speaking of desecularization.16


      What is important to note is that even the phenomenon of widespread atheism is not a defeater for the sensus divinitatis. Paul’s argument in Romans 1:18-32 supports Calvin’s view, albeit from a different angle.


      

        

          Romans 1:18 refers to all άσέβειαν (sin as an attack on God’s majesty) and άδικία (sin as a violation of the just order of God).a Sin manifests itself as a refusal to acknowledge God’s majesty and results in a violation of creation order. Κατέχω has here the meaning of “suppress, hold down.” As Cranfield notes,


          

            Sin is always (cf. v. 25) an assault upon the truth (that is, the fundamental truth of God “as Creator, Judge, and Redeemer,” which, because it is the truth, must be taken into account and come to terms with, if man is not to live in vain), the attempt to suppress it, bury it out of sight, obliterate it from the memory; but it is of the essence of sin that it can never be more than an attempt to suppress the truth, an attempt which is always bound in the end to prove futile.b


          


          Τὸ γνωστὸν τοῦ θεοῦ preserves the hiddenness of God (cf. Luther’s deus absconditus), but it does indicate that God is knowable because God has revealed it ἐν αὐτοῖς, “in their midst.”c As Cranfield notes, “In their midst and all around them and also in their own creaturely existence . . . God is objectively manifest: His whole creation declares Him.”d In our view άπὸ κτίσεως κόσμου should be understood as referring to both since the creation of the world and from the creation.e Romans 1:20 expresses the idea that although God is invisible, his eternal power and divine nature are known and seen through what he has made—namely, the creation. Δύναμις is common in the New Testament and is even used as a periphrasis for the name of God (Mt 26:64 = Mk 14:62). Θειότης, however, is first found in Biblical Greek in Wisdom 18:9 and occurs only here in the New Testament. It is a Hellenistic term referring to the divine nature and attributes.


          The crux of Paul’s argument comes, of course, in Romans 1:20-25. God’s revelation of himself in creation renders humankind without excuse. So present is God in his creation that “they knew God” but became futile (the verb used is ματαιόω) in their thinking and their hearts (καρδία) were darkened. Here we see the problem with natural theology. It is not that the knowledge of God is unavailable from his revelation in creation; the problem is that the very core of humans has become darkened so that every attempt is made to suppress this knowledge. Cranfield rightly notes that this “implies no contempt for reason. . . . But it is a sober acknowledgement of the fact that the καρδια as the inner self of man shares fully in the fallenness of the whole man, that the intellect is not a part of human nature somehow exempted from the general corruption.”f Folly (Rom 1:22) and God’s judgment in handing humans over to the “lusts of their hearts” (Rom 1:24) are the problem, not the revelation of creation. And as Augustine astutely observes,


          

            Eternal Wisdom, of course, is the origin or beginning of the intelligent creation; this beginning, while abiding unchangeably in itself, would certainly never cease to speak to the creature for which it is the beginning and summon it by some hidden inspiration to turn to that from which it derived its being, because in no other way could it possibly be formed and perfected.g


          


          This should not, however, obscure the darkening effect of distorted human practices in cultural development, as we note below in relation to modernity. Intriguingly, ματαιόω is from the same root as ματαιότης, the noun used in the Septuagint to translate hebel in Ecclesiastes. Ecclesiastes 7:23-29 is a turning point in the book in which Qohelet acknowledges that his quest for “wisdom” has landed him in the arms of Dame Folly and he cannot find Lady Wisdom.h Epistemologically, what Qohelet calls “wisdom” is very different from wisdom in Proverbs; it is dependent on experience, reason, and observation alone and does not start with the fear of the Lord. In this way Ecclesiastes provides us with a fascinating portrait of futility and how to emerge from it—namely, by finding one’s way back to “Remember your creator . . .”


          Not surprisingly, in the Catholic Church an interpretation of Romans 1:20 more along the lines of natural theology prevails. At the end of chapter one, Dei Verbum cites Vatican I:


          

            As a sacred synod has affirmed, God, the beginning and end of all things, can be known with certainty from created reality by the light of human reason (see Rom. 1:20); but teaches that it is through His revelation that those religious truths which are by their nature accessible to human reason can be known by all men with ease, with solid certitude and with no trace of error, even in this present state of the human race. (emphasis added)


          


          As will be clear from our discussion above, we do think that God as origin (creator) and telos can be known from creation but differ over the capacity and will of (fallen) human reason to discern this. We find Bonaventure’s comment helpful in this respect: “The world was like a damaged book which God brought to perspicacity (illuminavit) and rectified by the book of Scripture.”i For Bonaventure, that the world was created freely by God, in time and ex nihilo, is a truth in principle accessible to human reason. However, in fact people have recognized this only through Scripture and revelation.


          aC. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans: An Introduction and Commentary on Romans I–VIII, vol. 1, International Critical Commentary (London: T&T Clark, 1975), 112.


          bIbid.


          cIbid., 113.


          dIbid., 114.


          eContra Cranfield; ibid.


          fIbid., 118.


          gAugustine, Literal Meaning of Genesis 1.5.10. In Augustine, On Genesis: A Refutation of the Manichees, Unfinished Literal Commentary on Genesis, the Literal Meaning of Genesis, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Edmund Hill (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2005), 172.


          hCf. Craig G. Bartholomew, Ecclesiastes, Baker Commentary on the Old Testament Wisdom and Psalms (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009).


          iBonaventure, Collationes in Hexameron 3.1.12.


        


      


      Paul argues that God’s invisible attributes—what cannot be seen—namely, his power and “divine nature,” are clearly seen in “the things he has made,” namely, in the creation. As in Psalm 19:1-4, Paul envisages the creation so clearly bearing the mark of the master craftsman that no one has an adequate excuse for not worshiping God. Paul’s language—“power,” “things that have been made”—points clearly to a recognition of God and God as creator.


      However, and here we connect back to Barth’s view, Paul is equally clear that humans in their “unrighteousness suppress the truth” (Rom 1:18 ESV). Humans are made for God so that belief in him and in him as creator is indeed native to them; the creation bears continual testimony to God’s deity and power. And yet in our depravity we hold down this knowledge and worship images and the creature rather than the Creator. According to Paul, part of the judgment resulting from such idolatry is that God hands humans over to their depravity, “to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done” (Rom 1:28 ESV). This handing over bespeaks a settled condition of rebellion in which suppression of the sensus divinitatis becomes habitual so as to appear normal.


      From this perspective modern atheism should be seen not as irreligious but as a form of the worship of the creature in which humankind usurps the place of God. This is clearly evident in the major emphasis on human autonomy in modern thought and not least in Kant’s notion that we ourselves generate the moral law, which is absolute. However, since the human being is a creature and not the creator, this is always a tense position to occupy, to which the tensions in Kant’s moral philosophy and his view of evil bear eloquent testimony.17 Indeed, as G. C. Berkouwer notes, the whole of life—whether acknowledged or not—is a response to God so that the sort of suppression of God we find in modern atheism is ultimately unsustainable and exceedingly hard work since it goes against our native, created condition.18 The difference between atheism in Calvin’s day and atheism in our own is that it has taken on a wide-ranging cultural embodiment in the West so that, as Charles Taylor notes, the conditions for belief in God are not propitious. From this angle modernity can be seen as a massive, Babel-like attempt to suppress the knowledge of God, making it far harder to hear the witness of the creation and to recover one’s “native” condition.19


      One might wonder, therefore, whether the difference between Calvin and Barth on this issue matters. In our opinion it does. An example is the fertile use made by Alvin Plantinga of the sensus divinitatis in the development of his epistemology of warrant.20 The sensus divinitatis is a central feature in Plantinga’s externalist epistemology and in his advanced Aquinas/Calvin model. It is precisely the sensus divinitatis that enables Plantinga to develop a distinctively Reformed epistemology in philosophy, a move that Barth would oppose.


      This recalls the debate between Barth and Emil Brunner over natural theology, which reached its high point in 1934.21 Central to the debate was whether or not there are grounds for speaking of a “point of contact” in human nature for the saving action of God. Barth denied this emphatically as the slippery slope to the dangers of natural theology and not least as this beckoned in Nazi Germany. Brunner evokes Scripture (Rom 1:18-20; 2:14-15) and the Reformers to argue that God is indeed revealed in creation and that this revelation precedes his revelation of himself in Jesus. He distinguishes between the formal and material image of God in humankind. The formal image remains unaltered by the fall. Humans remain humans! Materially, however, the image is lost since humankind is sinful through and through and there is nothing in humans that is not defiled by sin (the doctrine that is traditionally called total depravity, which does not mean that humans are as bad as possible but that every aspect of their lives is tainted deeply by sin).


      In our view—although we would articulate it differently—Brunner is right on this issue. His approach is akin to the very useful Kuyperian distinction between structure and direction.22 This approach identifies the good creation order with the structures that come with creation, as opposed to the direction given to them by human beings. The capacity for family life (structure), for example, is given with creation, but the fall opens up the possibility for sinful humans to radically misdirect this structure toward abuse and oppression or to direct it toward rich, relational family life and thus toward God. The capacity for imagination and creativity (structure) comes with creation; sin opens up the possibility of misdirecting this gift as, for example, we see in the pervasive “creative” development of pornography today. Humans are made for God so that, in one sense, relationship with God is the most natural thing in all the world. Barth is so concerned—understandably perhaps in his context—to protect the sovereignty and initiative of God that he is in danger of subverting the very doctrine of creation that he insists is known by faith alone. Heinz Zahrnt notes, by comparison, how Brunner’s approach enabled him to attend to politics, philosophy, other religions, and social justice, all from the perspective of the gospel.23


      

        

          In his fascinating work I Am the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity, the Catholic philosopher Michel Henry addresses the same issues but with a different vocabulary. Central to his argument is the distinction between “Life” (God) and “life.” With this distinction he links reception of the Word with the doctrine of creation: “The original compatibility between the Word and the person who must carry inside the possibility of hearing it is the relation of Life to the person.”a For Henry,


          

            the possibility of hearing the Word of life is itself for each person and for each living Self contemporaneous with his birth and consubstantial with his condition of Son. I hear forever the sound of my birth, which is the sound of Life, the unbreakable silence in which the Word of Life does not stop speaking my own life to me, in which my own life, if I hear that word speaking within it, does not stop speaking the Word of God to me.b


          


          Henry stresses the foundational aspect of creation in redemption:


          

            But it is not the word of Scripture that lets us hear the Word of Life. Rather it is the latter, by engendering us at each instant, by making us Sons, that reveals within its own truth that truth recognized by the Word of Scripture, to which it testifies. The one who listens to this word of Scripture knows that it speaks true, since inside him the Word that establishes him in Life listens to itself.c


          


          How valuable, then, are arguments for creation? In the history of theology diverse views are taken on this issue. As is well known, Aristotle argued for a First Cause underlying the order of the world, and Thomas Aquinas made use of this element in Aristotle’s philosophy in his Five Ways of demonstrating the existence of God. Melanchthon, for example, moves easily from articulating the biblical doctrine of creation to nine signs and proofs “which testify that this world does not exist by accident, but that God is an eternal mind, the Creator of all things.” These include the arguments that “there is a God, as all by nature confess,” and “therefore this knowledge of Him is true”; the order of society; the proof from final causes; and so on.d Similarly, today we have seen the emergence of the argument for design in opposition to Darwinian evolution, an argument that could be extrapolated to a Designer.


          As noted above, it is far harder in our context to make such arguments. Bavinck is understandably far more aware of the challenges to belief in creation and rightly, in our view, discerns religion as the root of different views of the world.e He asserts, “The doctrine of creation is known only from revelation and is understood by faith (Heb. 11:3).”f Evidentialism remains a popular approach to apologetics with its view that if reason functions properly and objectively, then one will arrive at the truth that accords with Scripture. In our view the Reformed epistemologists (Kelly James Clark, Alvin Plantinga, Nicholas Wolterstorff) are in line with Paul in Romans 1 in rejecting such an approach. There is no neutral ground in the creation, and the darkened heart needs to be illuminated by the gospel in order for one’s eyes to be opened to see what is all around one. As Psalm 119 recognizes—“open my eyes, so that I may behold”—the problem is not with the evidence but with our eyes, with our hearts. Does this mean that arguments for creation are of no value? No. They are useful in showing that belief in creation is not irrational, in shoring up the faith of believers, and they may be invaluable in evangelism, provided one is aware that intellectual persuasion may be a landmark en route to conversion but will not itself convert. Even if one could prove a First Cause, such a First Cause or a Designer is a long way from the biblical creator. Of course, God is the “cause” of the creation, and it owes its order or design to him, but we acknowledge, as Pascal did in a note sown into his coat, discovered after his death, “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; not the God of the philosophers.”


          aMichel Henry, I Am the Truth: Toward a Philosophy of Christianity, trans. Susan Emanuel, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 225.


          bIbid., 226.


          cIbid., 230.


          dPhilip Melanchthon and J. A. O. Preus, The Chief Theological Topics: Loci Praecipui Theologici 1559, 2nd ed. (St. Louis: Concordia, 2011), 43-45, quotations from 43 and 44.


          eHerman Bavinck, In the Beginning: Foundations of Creation Theology, ed. John Bolt, trans. John Vriend (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1999), 23-60.


          fIbid., 25.


        


      


    


    

    

      THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION AND SCRIPTURE



      While we agree that creation is only fully understood as such in the light of the Christ event so that a biblical doctrine of creation will be trinitarian,24 it cannot be stressed too strongly just how fundamental creation is to the entire drama of Scripture. Herman Bavinck rightly speaks in this respect of a “creation-based worldview.”25 The doctrine of the Trinity is an abstraction from or development of the data found especially in the New Testament in relation to Jesus Christ. Undoubtedly, as the fulfillment of the Old Testament and the center of history, Christ casts his light on the entire spectrum from creation to new creation. And yet, in terms of the biblical story, there would be no Jesus (if we can put it in such a provocative way) without creation, since the incarnation itself requires the creation.26 As Barth himself notes, “What else is the proclamation of Jesus and the New Testament but the establishment, revelation and execution of this long-awaited right of the Creator to His creature?”27 “Creation sets the stage for the story of the covenant of grace. The story requires a stage corresponding to it; the existence of man and his whole world.”28


      In twentieth-century biblical and theological studies, the doctrine of creation did not fare well.29 Paul Ricoeur rightly says, “For the past few decades, one problem has dominated the exegesis and theology of the Old Testament: what degree of independence is to be accorded the doctrine of creation in relation to the fundamental soteriological affirmation that is assumed to run through both testaments of the Bible. . . . Within Christian communities, then, the stakes of this discussion are high.”30


      In a move comparable to Barth’s fear of natural theology, Gerhard von Rad maintained that Israel’s belief in creation was secondary to its belief in redemption and that Old Testament insights into the shape of the world are irrelevant for Old Testament theology.31 The wariness of a perversion of creation order is understandable, but the downplaying of creation is not.32 Stories of creation were widespread in the ancient Near East and make it highly unlikely that Israel would come to the worship of Yahweh without some doctrine of creation. Indeed, as has often been noted, one of the thrusts of Genesis 1:1–2:3 is its polemic against alternative ancient Near Eastern views of the world, such as the Enuma Elish. As Rolf P. Knierim perceptively notes, “More than anything else, there is a compelling ground for why Israel had to see cosmic order and Yahweh as related to one another: Israel’s agrarian existence in Palestine over centuries from the time of the settlement onward. This fact is fundamental. . . . Israel had to accept a worldview that was concerned with cosmic and natural order and with cyclic reality.”33 In this respect it is worth noting how Ellen Davis’s creative dialogue between the Old Testament and the new agrarianism, especially that of Wendell Berry, foregrounds precisely the issue of creation order.34


      Clearly, in its canonical shape Scripture begins with creation and ends with a new heaven and a new earth, a renewed creation. However, some influential historical criticism resisted seeing creation as fundamental to the entire Old Testament, and some New Testament scholarship has argued that in the New Testament land is Christified and spiritualized.35


      The influence of such views lingers, albeit in different forms. As we will see in our discussion of creatio ex nihilo, many of the Old Testament and New Testament texts traditionally thought to support, at least in substance, this doctrine are now regarded rather differently. And so we need to point out the overwhelming biblical evidence for creation as a presupposition of the entire drama of Scripture.


      

        

          Westermann’s work on Genesis is full of rich insights. However, he argues that “chs. 1–11 of Genesis must be regarded as a separate element of the Pentateuch, that is, as a relatively self-contained unity, and not primarily as a part of ‘Genesis.’” He asserts, “One cannot therefore refer what is said about God’s saving acts in history to God’s creative action without more ado. The Old Testament does not speak of faith in the Creator; there is no ‘creation faith.’”a Knierim by comparison notes in the Psalms “the indisputable fact that the object of faith is the creator.”b Westermann seems to be concerned to protect creation from being made subordinate to salvation history, a concern we share, but in the process he ends up with a contradictory position, as the following passage indicates:


          

            It is not possible to regard Gen 1 directly and without reservation as the beginning of salvation history or even as its preparation. The reason why this chapter is at the beginning of the Bible is so that all of God’s subsequent actions—his dealings with humankind, the history of his people, the election and the covenant—may be seen against the broader canvas of his work in creation.c


          


          In our view the second sentence does precisely what the first says one cannot do! If Genesis 1 is not the preparation for (salvation) history, then how can it be the broader canvas against which to see (salvation) history?


          Von Rad also expresses different emphases in his writings.d We have referred above to his subordination of creation to redemption and his disparaging of Old Testament insights into the shape of the world for Old Testament theology. However, in his Wisdom in Israel his insights on creation, wisdom, and epistemology are profound, and in his popular God at Work in Israel he is quite clear that “to understand Israel correctly, one must begin with the creation of the world; for Israel has its place in God’s plan for the world. It is for that reason that the book of Genesis begins with the creation. . . . One misunderstands Israel, her faith and her worship, unless one sees it all from the vantage point of the creation of the world.”e


          aClaus Westermann, Creation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 2, 175.


          bRolf P. Knierim, The Task of Old Testament Theology: Substance, Method, and Cases (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 186.


          cWestermann, Creation, 175.


          dOthmar Keel and Silvia Schroer, Creation: Biblical Theologies in the Context of the Ancient Near East, trans. Peter T. Daniels (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 11.


          eGerhard von Rad, God at Work in Israel, trans. John H. Marks (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 98-99.


        


      


      Because Genesis 1 has been assigned to the Priestly writer by source critics, fertile work has been done on cultic texts in the Old Testament, demonstrating again and again the link between cultus and creation. Although one need not affirm the source criticism, the insight that in Genesis 1 God forms creation as a temple in which to dwell is a welcome discovery. In the twentieth century a renaissance of interest in Old Testament wisdom developed once it was realized that it embodies a theology of creation, an insight that continues to yield significant fruit. But it is not only cultic and wisdom texts in the Old Testament that develop a theology of creation, but also Old Testament narrative, the legal collections, and the prophets, to say nothing of the Psalter. In Genesis 12:1-3, for example, a form of the word translated “bless” occurs five times in parallel to the fivefold use of “curse” in Genesis 1–11. The theology of blessing is rooted in creation, and the covenant with Abraham evokes a recovery of God’s purpose of blessing for all nations. Westermann notes of blessing in Genesis 1:1–2:3 that “the connection between blessing and creation remains basic to all further uses of the word. When God blesses, it is the creator who blesses and the blessing itself works itself out effectively in the life of what is blessed or of the one asking the blessing. Blessing implies creation and is effective as the work of the creator.”36 Creation is fundamental to the writing of the prophets, as, for example, the hymn fragments in Amos demonstrate.37 As intertextuality has taken hold in biblical studies, it is far easier to see the myriad ways in which creation theology underlies and informs all the genres of the Old Testament.


      The major theme of Jesus’ teaching in the Synoptics is the kingdom of God/heaven,38 with alternative but synonymous vocabulary in John. The kingdom is about the recovery of God’s purposes for his entire creation through his Son. The breaking in of the kingdom in Jesus opens up the eschatological space between the coming of the kingdom in Jesus and its final consummation with his return and the ushering in of the new heavens and the new earth. Not surprisingly, therefore, we find throughout Paul’s letters important creation passages, such as in Romans 8, Ephesians 1, and Colossians 1. The same New Testament eschatology is found in the General Epistles, and Revelation is extraordinary in its vision of a new creation, of that day when “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah” (Rev 11:15).39


      All orthodox Christianity confesses the doctrine of creation, but as we will see in chapter two, the danger of an eclipse of this fundamental doctrine has recurred again and again throughout history beginning with the Gnostic threat so ably repudiated by Irenaeus. A major contribution of Dutch Calvinism has been to repeatedly foreground creation and its utterly integral role in relation to all other doctrines. As Barth poignantly notes, “Faith in Jesus Christ is a life in the presence of the Creator.”40


    


    

    

      THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION AND GOD



      Genesis 1:1 literally begins, “In the beginning—he created—God [Elohim].” Biblically, the doctrine of creation is an extension of and utterly subordinate to the doctrine of God. One way to understand Genesis 1 is to think of it like being taken on a tour of an exhibition and then being asked whether you would like to meet the artist. God is the central character in Genesis 1, in which he is represented in royal terms as the all-powerful one who ushers creation into existence as an act of his own free will. As Revelation 4:11 says, “By your will they existed and were created.”


      Genesis 1 uses the generic term for God, Elohim, which would have been understood across the ancient Near East. The juxtaposition of Genesis 1:1–2:3 with 2:4–3:24 is important in this respect. While some scholars argue that there are different sources underlying these sections, in their literary and canonical shape they form part of an ongoing narrative with a clear logic. Genesis 1:1–2:3 deals with the creation of the whole—namely, heaven and earth, a trope for the totality of creation. Genesis 2:4–3:24 moves on to the first couple and the particular place in which they dwell on earth amidst the vast creation, as we will see in chapter five. The diverse relationships in which humans live, and not least that with God, come into focus. Thus, it is significant that whereas in Genesis 1 God is referred to as Elohim, in Genesis 2:4–3:24 we find the unusual juxtaposition of “Yahweh Elohim.” The theology of Yahweh is found in Exodus 3 and Exodus 6 and evokes God as the one who rescues Israel from slavery and brings it to himself—that is, as the covenant God. This juxtaposition following Genesis 1 serves as a powerful reminder that Elohim is Yahweh, the particular God of Israel and not a generic “God.”


      Since the doctrine of creation is an extension of the doctrine of God, our view of creation will inevitably be deeply shaped by how we view God. Biblically, God as creator is clearly presented in the following ways.


      Radically other than the creation. Genesis and the rest of the Bible do not, of course, present us with a systematic doctrine of God. In Genesis the narrative simply unfolds before us with God as the central character. However, as we follow the narration, we can abstract truths about this God. A perennial temptation in the history of thought has been to see something immanent within the creation as divine, what we can call pagan thought. This was common in the ancient Near East but is overtly rejected in Genesis 1 and elsewhere:


      

        When we read in Psalm 19 that “the heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handiwork,” we hear a voice which mocks the beliefs of Egyptians and Babylonians. The heavens, which were to the psalmist but a witness of God’s greatness, were to the Mesopotamians the very majesty of godhead, the highest ruler Anu. To the Egyptians the heavens signified the mystery of the divine mother through whom man was reborn. In Egypt and Mesopotamia the divine was comprehended as immanent: the gods were in nature. The Egyptians saw in the sun all that a man may know of the Creator; the Mesopotamians viewed the sun as the god Shamash, the guarantor of justice. But to the psalmist the sun was God’s devoted servant who “is a bridegroom coming out of his chamber, and rejoices as a strong man to run a race.” The God of the psalmists and the prophets was not in nature. He transcended nature—and transcended, likewise, the realm of mythopoeic thought. It would seem that the Hebrews, no less than the Greeks, broke with the mode of speculation which had prevailed up to their time.41


      


      The royal king. The Apostles’ Creed singles out God as “almighty . . . creator of heaven and earth.” This is entirely in line with what we find in Genesis 1, in which God is portrayed in supremely royal terms. The whole of creation—“heaven and earth”—is created (bārā’) by God, and his royalty is portrayed throughout Genesis 1 by his exercise of divine fiat, but here in unprecedented terms by ushering creation into existence by mere command. As king, God speaks and sees repeatedly in this opening salvo of the Bible and in the process demonstrates his complete sovereignty over the creation, ushering it into existence, discerning its nature, and ordering it into a differentiated, “very good” whole. Indirectly God’s kingship is foregrounded in Genesis 1:26-28 with the creation of humankind. Humankind is given dominion/rule over the creatures occupying the three major places in the creation—namely, sea, sky, and earth. In this way humankind is portrayed as royal, but, as with the dignity of the authorities in Romans 13, we see in Genesis 1:29-30 that everything humans have and are is “given” by God, the true and absolute king. The creed is thus right to refer to God’s character as Almighty before referring to his creation of heaven and earth.


      Immanently involved with his creation. Clearly God the creator transcends the creation and ontologically is radically other than it. It is his workmanship and comes into existence as a free act of his will. However, it is equally obvious from the opening chapters of the Bible that God is immanently involved with his creation and especially with humankind, one of two peaks of the creation narrative in Genesis 1.


      The Apostles’ Creed confesses, “I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.” In this way it expresses a trinitarian doctrine of creation in which the work of creation is that of the One whom Christ revealed to us as the Father. There is thus truth in Barth’s point that the doctrine of creation follows Christology, in that we are only in a position to make this confession once we have come to faith in Jesus. Indeed, the incarnation is the reality par excellence that alerts us to God’s involvement with his creation. However, in order to understand Jesus we have to read about him in the light of the Old Testament, and then he in return illumines the whole of the Bible. There is thus a forward and backward movement that is unavoidable.


      What the confession of the creator as “Father” does alert us to is the deep, deep involvement of God with his creation. At Jesus’ baptism, for example, when he identifies himself with sinners and emerges from the waters, the heavens break open and the Father’s voice is heard affirming Jesus as Son and as the beloved, instructing all who would hear to listen to him. There are strong creation motifs at work in the narratives of Jesus’ baptism, and the depiction of the Father in these narratives bespeaks the heavenly One who remains deeply engaged with his creation. The reference to the beloved can legitimately be reversed with Jesus, as it were, alerting us to his beloved Father. John 1:18 tells us, “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made him known.” Just as the Father reveals the Son to us in his baptism, so the whole life of Jesus is an exposé of the beloved Father. His life is, as it were, one long revelation of the Father, calling us to return home so as also to become one of the beloved. And it is this Father, as John memorably tells us, who so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son (Jn 3:16).


      “Father” evokes a relationship of intimacy and care, as the context and content of the Lord’s Prayer makes clear. This intimate involvement of God with his creation is clearly evident in the opening chapters of the Bible, in which God is portrayed as personal, if not more than personal. God speaks and sees. In Genesis 1:26 he addresses the heavenly court as fellow persons and intelligent beings: “Let us . . .” He creates humankind as creatures whom he can address (Gen 1:28-30; 2:15-17), implying that both God and humans are linguistic beings. Humankind names the animals in reflection of God’s naming in Genesis 1. Perhaps the most personal of all indicators of the immanent involvement of God in the creation is found in Genesis 1:2, in which the Spirit of God hovers over the unformed universe like a mother bird. In stark contrast to ancient Near East creation stories, God is portrayed as radically other-person centered in his production of the perfect home for humankind.


    


    

    


      THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION AND REALISM



      Nowadays most people have little trouble believing in the reality of the world but often considerable trouble in believing in the creator God. As Barth notes, in general we rightly assume being and not appearance or nonbeing.42 Intriguingly, however, Barth asserts that belief in the reality of our world is as challenging as belief in God as creator. At the outset of his first volume on creation he notes,


      

        It is only too easy to suggest that, while the reality of God as the Creator is uncertain, and therefore needs proof or revelation, the reality of the creature is all the more certain, so that the one is to be treated as a factor which is not given but has still to be sought, whereas the other may be presupposed rocher de bronce. . . . In preoccupation with only one side of the question, there has been a dangerous failure to realise that the question of creation is not less but even more concerned with the reality of the creature rather than that of the Creator.43


      


      Barth himself is clear that “if the world is not created by God, it is not. If we do not recognise that it has been created by God, we do not recognise that it is.”44 For Barth this issue is of sufficient weight to devote an entire section to it in his Church Dogmatics, titled “Creation as Actualisation.”45 He insists on the link between God as creator and the reality of the world: “God’s creation is affirmed by Him because it is real, and it is real because it is affirmed by Him.”46 The reality of God, who stands protectively behind and above the creation, affirms the reality of the creation. “God is real. His creature is actualisation. Hence his creature is real.”47


      Ontologically this implies a type of realism: “We are forbidden to doubt existence and ourselves.”48 And this “realism” has epistemological implications:


      

        This self-disclosure of the Creator . . . is the living confrontation which meets the creaturely consciousness and in virtue of which knowledge of existence, reality and being is possible and real even outside of God, in the order of the creature which is distinct from Him. This knowledge begins with knowledge of the existence of God, and then, descending from this its primary and proper object, it becomes knowledge of the existence of the knower and his environment. For the primary content of the divine self-disclosure, and therefore the primary object of the knowledge based upon it, is God Himself and His own existence. But this content and object include the knower and his world, and assure him of the existence of the same. For God Himself . . . is the ground of the existence of that which is distinct from Him and outside Him.49


      


      The major shift from the medieval period to the modern was the shift in focus from starting with God and ontology to starting with humanity and epistemology. Barth perceptively notes, in our terms, that an implication of the doctrine of creation is that the medieval view is the right one.


      The doctrine of creation also implies that we can know the world to a significant extent and know it truly. In Real Presences George Steiner argues similarly for a view according to which there is substance (i.e., real presence) underlying our experiences of beauty, love, pain, friendship, wonder, and so on.50 Steiner’s language of real presences alludes to the Eucharist, and he argues that to sustain belief in real presences we need a grammar of creation. As with Barth, the link between a reality that is real and can be known is made with the world as creation.


      One might, however, wonder whether Barth is right that without the Creator the existence of the world is thrown into doubt. This sounds extreme but is certainly supported by the exigencies of modern philosophy. As is well known, Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment philosophy found less and less room for God as it focused more and more exclusively on humanity, epistemology, and the world. A great irony is that as modern philosophy sought epistemological certainty grounded in the human being as knower, the reality of the world started to recede. Descartes sought to doubt everything and thereby to find solid ground in his cogito, ground that, on looking back, can only appear as sinking sand. Hume headed off in the direction of radical skepticism so that even causality could not be known with certainty. It was Hume’s skepticism that awoke Kant from his dogmatic slumbers. Kant sought to establish firm grounds for true knowledge—not of the world as it is (the noumenon) but only of the world as it appears to us phenomenally. Kant’s system is riddled with tensions, and skepticism soon reared its ugly head again with multiple attempts to counter it. Husserl’s phenomenology was a last-ditch attempt to secure solid epistemological grounds for scientific knowledge, but his major pupil, Heidegger, turned his phenomenology in a hermeneutic direction in which all knowledge emerges out of our thrown-ness into the world, out of Dasein.


      Nietzsche, with his radical critique of the Enlightenment, is the precursor of postmodernism, much of which leaves us adrift in the flux and play of history without any hope of true knowledge of the world. Such radical historicism may seem refreshing after the straitjackets of modernity, but in reality it is merely the DNA of modernity working itself out to its logical conclusion of nihilism. As Steiner so perceptively remarks, it is to the credit of Derrida that he confronts us with either nihilism or “In the beginning was the Word”!51 Similarly, Barth notes that “Jesus Christ is the Word by which the knowledge of creation is mediated to us because He is the Word by which God has fulfilled creation and continually maintains and rules it.”52


      Not only has modern thought ended up in doubt about the reality of the world, but it has also engaged in highly destructive reductionism in its quest for certain knowledge. It is common among modern thinkers to find the view that only a limited number of aspects of reality are real, since they can be known by science, whereas other aspects such as beauty, truth, delight, and wonder are subjective and not truly part of knowledge.


      In his extraordinary A Guide for the Perplexed, E. F. Schumacher weighs in against such reductionism and provides a superb illustration of what it involves. While visiting Leningrad, he noticed that while he could see several large churches, they were nowhere on his map. An interpreter explained that in Russia—of that time—they did not show churches on maps. Schumacher, however, pointed out a church on his map. Ah, responded his interpreter, that was a museum and not what they called a “living church.” It was only the living churches that were not shown! Schumacher comments,


      

        It then occurred to me that this was not the first time I had been given a map that failed to show many of the things I could see right in front of my eyes. All through school and university I had been given maps of life and knowledge on which there was hardly a trace of many of the things that I most cared about and that seemed to me to be of the greatest possible importance for the conduct of my life.53


      


      As he notes, “The maps produced by modern materialistic scientism leave all the questions that really matter unanswered.”54


      The doctrine of creation resists reductionism and any attempt to absolutize a particular aspect of the creation from which the rest purportedly can be explained. Alas, the history of philosophy is littered with just such attempts. It is to the credit of the Dutch philosopher Herman Dooyeweerd (1894–1977) that he attempts to articulate a Christian philosophy that avoids such reductionism. Dooyeweerd discerns fifteen modal aspects in which all entities function, and these range from the arithmetic to the pistic via such modes as the aesthetic, the lingual, and the social. In the context of such an approach, aesthetic experience is as real as numerical and logical analysis. The creation is a rich diversity and calls for an epistemology that does justice to all its many dimensions.55


      Although Barth recognizes that the doctrine of creation has serious ontological and epistemological implications, he is remarkably reticent to allow these play in philosophy. We will have more to say about this in chapters ten and eleven. For now it should be noted that the clearest articulation for the sort of epistemology that flows from this doctrine is that articulated by Oliver O’Donovan in his magisterial Resurrection and Moral Order.56 For O’Donovan the resurrection of Christ reaffirms the order of creation, but this order is only known correctly “in Christ.” In this way the realism implied by the doctrine of creation is retained, but it is clearly no naive realism but rather a critical realism rooted in the fear of the Lord, as Proverbs reminds us.


    


    

    

      THE ACT OF CREATION AS SUI GENERIS



      By its very nature there is no comparable act for humans to that of creation. It is by God’s act of creation that the world as we know it is ushered into existence so that creation is altogether sui generis. We confess it, experience it, and understand it in part, but it remains a mystery that recedes into the very God from whom creation comes. Barth suggests that the only adequate analogy to creation is the eternal begetting of the Son by the Father: “In contrast to everything that we know of origination and causation, creation denotes the divine action which has a real analogy, a genuine point of comparison, only in the eternal begetting of the Son by the Father, and therefore only in the inner life of God Himself, and not at all in the life of the creature.”57 Both “events” have no parallel in our experience, and both are sui generis; thus, while we welcome Barth’s desire to preserve the sui generis nature of the act of creation, we find this parallel with the inner life of the Trinity unconvincing since, if anything, the eternal begetting of the Son is even more mysterious than the act of creation.


      Christoph Schwöbel more helpfully draws attention to the relationship between the act of creation, divine agency, and human agency. Schwöbel rightly observes that divine agency is central to Christian belief and worship but has become problematic in modern thought and theology.58 Just as the imago Dei implies a similarity between humans and God but also a radical difference, so too there is a similarity between divine and human agency but also a radical difference.59 Nowhere is this clearer than with the act of creation. According to Schwöbel, God’s agency as the creator differs from intra-creation agency in that it is comprehensive and makes possible all agency within the creation. He concludes that divine agency cannot therefore be used to explain agency within the creation, or vice versa.


      The radical difference between God’s agency and ours is expressed in the traditional divine attributes of omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience. Schwöbel rightly attends to creatio ex nihilo with its implication that God is the ultimate agent who, through creation, makes possible all other agency. In this respect God is the supremely perfect agent, and this world is the world God intended to bring into being, hence the repeated description of it as “good” in Genesis 1:1–2:3. In terms of God’s omnipotence (see chap. 4), God’s agency in creation implies a self-imposed limitation in order to facilitate genuine, creaturely freedom for humans. In relation to God’s self-limiting, Schwöbel quotes the rich insight of Simone Weil: “Not only the Passion but Creation itself is a renunciation and sacrifice on the part of God. The Passion is simply its consummation.”60 Creation not only is inseparable from God’s omnipotence but also implies his omnipresence “insofar as God is seen as universally present to creation as its creative power of being.”61


      That God’s universal agency in creation makes all other agency possible does not mean, in our view, that certain events cannot be interpreted as examples of “special divine action.”62 God’s universal agency in creation and his particular action in certain events are complementary. Approaching divine agency through the lens of the Trinity and the full humanity of Christ, Schwöbel rightly asserts that “in Jesus Christ God reveals his faithfulness in sustaining the created universe in spite of the human contradiction against the order God had created. If this is true, God’s creative agency and his redemptive agency cannot be incompatible. Rather they must be complementary.”63


      This discussion alerts us to a point noted above—namely, that creation is an extension of, and utterly subordinate to, the doctrine of God. Indeed, our discussion of creation and divine agency moves us into a hornet’s nest of issues in contemporary analytical theology and philosophy. An example of this is found in Brian D. Sommer’s Revelation and Authority: Sinai in Jewish Scripture and Tradition. Sommer refers to Maimonides, who, he claims, argues that at Sinai God could not have spoken or conveyed a thought, “for if God acted at a given moment to think a specific thought or to express a particular wish . . . then God is not eternal and unchanging.”64 Clearly such a view of God as a “perfect being” severely problematizes a Christian doctrine of creation. Maimonides is concerned to bring Jewish thought in line with Greek philosophy, whereas in our view, valuable as Greek concepts have been in articulating a doctrine of God, we need to be sure that they are shaped by Scripture rather than the other way around.65 Schwöbel proposes, for example, that the personal and metaphysical attributes of God should be understood as relational predicates.66 A host of philosophers and theologians are now attending to such issues.67 In our view it is crucial that our doctrine of God emerges from Scripture and is normed by Scripture,68 and elaborated on by a Christian philosophy, itself normed by Scripture. Colin Gunton provocatively argues, “It is when Christian theology becomes dependent on the philosophers’ speculations rather than on the equivalent Old Testament polemics against paganism that the troubles begin.”69


      The sui generis nature of creation raises the issue of the analogia entis. As Brunner rightly observes, the problem is not with the analogia entis but with a doctrine of the analogia entis premised on natural theology.70 The latter approach must assume a philosophy—generally Aristotelian—and then extrapolate from there. Ironically, this ends up making our doctrine of God dependent on immanent insight, not rooted in Scripture.


      Brunner evocatively notes, “As Man represents the maximum of freedom in the sphere of the visible creation, so also his whole being represents a maximum of parabolic similarity, which exists in spite of the absolute dissimilarity between creaturely being and the Being of God.”71 Based on revelation, the analogia entis thus flows from the doctrine of creation, and in this context Scripture rightly alerts us to the fact that, like humans, God thinks, speaks, acts, wills, and so on. Such analogy needs careful development in any doctrine of God and philosophy of religion.


    


    

    

      THE GOODNESS AND COMPREHENSIVENESS OF CREATION



      A legacy of Neoplatonism in Christianity is the perennial temptation to doubt the goodness of creation. The gravitational pull of Platonism is upward and away from the creation. There is, as we will see in chapter six, a legitimate and indispensable vertical orientation to human life, since the doctrine of creation clearly articulates a two-realms theology of heaven and earth, with heaven as the abode of God. It is not for nothing that Jesus teaches his disciples to pray, “Our Father in heaven . . .” It is this legitimate vertical dimension that has always made Platonism seem so compatible with Christianity, and indeed a genuine insight of Platonism is that we need a reference point outside the earthly, concrete world to anchor our understanding of this world. However, in the process Platonism denigrates this world, making, for example, the body the prison of the soul. In contrast, while Christianity refuses to deify this world and makes it utterly subordinate to God and his abode, as his handiwork and as his “footstool” it has extraordinary dignity and inherent, creaturely value.


      The goodness of the whole of creation is clearly enunciated in Genesis 1 with its repeated “God saw . . . was good.” God does not need to look to see whether his handiwork is good, but he delights in doing so. And how, as readers and listeners, can we deny the goodness of light, earth, sky, sea, the planets and the stars and the sun, the animals of the world, and humankind if God reflects on them as they appear and declares them “good”? Lest there should be any doubt about this at all, Genesis 1:31 concludes that God saw all that he had made and “indeed, it was very good.” Within the divine economy, God’s resounding “Yes!” to creation is found in the incarnation, as we will see in the next chapter with Irenaeus and Athanasius.


      There are many dimensions to the goodness of creation. It means that it fulfills God’s intention. It means that in its creaturely mode it shares in the goodness of God: “the creature’s goodness is its capability to respond to the Creator’s goodness”; “it expresses the vocational capacity of the creature to fulfill the expectation of its Creator.”72 It means that we too should look and see and acknowledge of all that God has made that it is good. It means that all of creation is inherently valuable and to be taken seriously and cared for. As Barth notes, “Creaturely goodness is the benefit of creation.”73


      Even as we write this, we are well aware that this side of the fall it is often only by faith in what we cannot see (cf. Heb 11:3) that we affirm the goodness of creation. In chapter eight we discuss the mysterious yet real fall of humankind with catastrophic effects on the entire creation. Amidst the collateral damage of the fall and sin, we sometimes find ourselves in Job-like situations in which it is nigh impossible to see a world charged with the grandeur of God’s glory, as Gerald Manley Hopkins so eloquently put it. Hopkins himself was no stranger to deep depression,74 and yet out of that darkness he was able to write of Christ playing in ten thousand places.


      Indeed, the doctrine of creation implies that in some sense Leibniz was right to argue that this is the best of all possible worlds. As Barth notes, “In the order of created existence as such there can be nothing better than what it is.”75 Barth rightly says toward the end of a nuanced interaction with Leibniz and his followers, “He must be taken seriously in dogmatics because he too, although in a very different way, tried to sing, and in his own way did in fact sing, the unqualified praise of God the Creator in His relationship to the creature.”76


      The goodness and the comprehensiveness of creation go together. By the comprehensiveness of creation, we draw attention to the multifaceted and rich diversity of the creation, including its inbuilt dynamic potential for development. It is in the divine speeches in the latter part of Job that one receives the strongest sense of the rich diversity of creation. In Job 38–42 we hear of


      

        	

          the foundation of the earth;


        


        	

          the boundaries of the sea, its great depths, and its garment, the clouds;


        


        	

          the mysteries of light and darkness and the newness of the dawn each morning;


        


        	

          the varieties of weather, including snow, hail, rain, lightning, and wind;


        


        	

          desert places where no human lives;


        


        	

          the constellations of stars;


        


        	

          the wonderful diversity of animal life; and


        


        	

          Behemoth and Leviathan.


        


      


      If the divine speeches emphasize the “natural” world, we should not forget the celebration of culture making in Job 28, with its use of the metaphor of mining.


      By definition the doctrine of creation relates to all that is—apart from evil, which is a parasite on the good creation. Barth notes, therefore, that “it is our duty—and this is what we are taught by the self-revelation of God in Jesus Christ—to love and praise the created order because, as is made manifest in Jesus Christ, it is so mysteriously well-pleasing to God.”77


      Evangelicalism, in particular, has been dogged by various forms of a sacred-secular dualism. A manifestation of this is the vocational pyramid with the most “spiritual” vocations being those dealing with the “soul”—namely, those of pastors and missionaries. Such work is erroneously referred to as full-time service in contrast to Christians in other vocations, who are, presumably, part-time servants of Christ! Here we witness the reemergence of a Neoplatonism that the doctrine of creation utterly resists. As Eugene Peterson declares, “We are all in holy orders!”78 The only question is where and how, amidst the rich diversity of God’s creation, we are called to serve.


      The doctrine of creation is radical in that it goes to the deepest roots of everything that has been created and leaves no area of life in the world untouched. In chapter twelve we will explore multiple examples of ways in which major areas of life are profoundly affected by one’s doctrine of creation. This doctrine is indeed the common property of orthodox Christians, but mere possession does not necessarily mean adequate engagement! Schumacher, to whom we referred earlier, says of his school and university years, “It was still possible, on suitable occasions, to refer to God the Creator, although every educated person knew that there was not really a God, certainly not one capable of creating anything, and that the things around us had come into existence by a process of mindless evolution, that is by chance and natural selection.”79


      By contrast, the biblical doctrine of creation asserts unequivocally that there really is a God and that he is, as C. S. Lewis evocatively puts it, the hunter, the warrior, the king, the God who approaches at infinite speed.80 As Paul says, he is the living and true God. And we ourselves, and everything around us, are his creation! We urgently need to recover this doctrine as “the presupposition which has to precede all other presuppositions, axioms and convictions, and the effectiveness of which can be counted on in every conceivable connexion.”81 This is true not least in dogmatics. We should expect to find the “thread” of creation woven into the fabric of every other doctrine because it is so utterly and pervasively significant. Alas, this has not always been the case, and in the next chapter we explore some of the many ways in which historically and today the doctrine of creation has been eclipsed.
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Early Church to Post-Reformation


ALL ORTHODOX CHRISTIANS uphold and affirm the doctrine of creation. It is enshrined forever in the catholic creeds, as we saw in chapter one, and the biblical data for it are pervasive throughout both Testaments. Doctrine, however, is something that develops in the life of the church through history.1 For example, the doctrine of the person of Christ was hammered out over centuries in the early church.2 No such process, however, has ever occurred in quite the same way for the doctrine of creation. It remains the case that the church historically, and today, has often struggled to articulate and embrace a full-orbed doctrine of creation.3 Thus the history of the doctrine of creation is one of travail and glory. The travail continues, and there is much at stake in recovery of a full, biblical doctrine of creation. This chapter traces the doctrine of creation’s travail and glory from the early church through the Reformation and post-Reformation periods, and chapter three will bring the history up to our current time and debates.

In this chapter the patristic period deserves special attention, as the church fathers’ conversation with Gnostic heresies is the ground from which the doctrine grows. As the conversation continues, a gnostic thread runs throughout church history and remains today, threatening the glory of the doctrine of creation with the travails of heresy. Gnosticism seems to sing an especially alluring siren song and can be successfully countered only with a full-orbed doctrine of creation. When this full-orbed doctrine of creation shines brightest, it


	begins with the trinitarian creator God;


	affirms the goodness of God’s creation without hierarchy between material and spiritual;


	celebrates humanity as God’s image bearers called to develop God’s good creation despite the prevalence of sin in the world; and


	looks forward to God’s restoring, elevating, and enhancing creation’s original form in the eschaton.




Gnosticism in its various forms and offshoots denies each of these, leading to a distorted view of our world and potentially to a denial of the God who created all things through Christ and his Spirit. Tracing the history of this doctrine is instructive in keeping us along paths that God has laid for us in Scripture as we seek to articulate the glory of creation and its creator in our own time. To that history we now turn.


Our argument in this section is not that the doctrine of creation is the major doctrine of the church. The doctrine of creation is subsidiary to the doctrine of God. At the same time, it alerts us to the fact that our knowledge of God is made possible and constrained by his act of creation “in the beginning.” We only know God as he shows himself to us—revelation to creatures—within the creation. Indeed, we will have a reduced doctrine of God if we do not fully appropriate God as creator. It is only through God’s revelation of himself in Jesus that we come to know God as Father, and so, as Barth, for example, has argued, there is a sense in which the doctrine of the person and work of Christ is the door through which we must enter in order to obtain a Christian doctrine of God. Barth asserts, “By becoming man in Jesus Christ, the fact has also become plain and credible that God is the Creator of the world.”a However, as noted elsewhere in this volume, contra Barth, we would argue that without creation there could be no Jesus. As God’s first act in relation to our world, creation is fundamental to everything that follows.

All of this alerts us to the fact that perichoresis—the interwovenness of the acts of Father, Son, and Spirit—applies not only to the acts of the persons of the Trinity but also to the doctrines of the faith. These doctrines are irretrievably intertwined; distortion in one inevitably and negatively affects others. In our view this interpenetration of the doctrines comes to light especially clearly with the doctrine of creation. Though subsidiary to the doctrine of God, as his first act it is fundamental to all that follows, so that failure to take full account of the first act in the great drama of Scripture will lead to reductionistic and distorted doctrine if we abstract—as one must—from other parts of the story in order to develop systematic doctrines without taking full account of the first act of the drama. Many examples of this could be given; suffice it to mention a few. Take ecclesiology, for example. A robust doctrine of creation would prevent us from ever making the mistake of equating the kingdom of God with the institutional church, and yet in practice this confusion is far too common. And the effects are debilitating. Worship becomes confined to what we do when we gather as “church” rather than, as in Romans 12:1-2, being our total life response to the gospel as we offer our bodies—the totality of our personhood—as living sacrifices. The sermon, rather than enabling us to hear God’s life-giving word for all of life, becomes narrowed down to our spiritual lives and how we can contribute to the building of the institutional church. A second example is the doctrine of the ascension.b Many churches either fail to celebrate this as a feast day or have little idea precisely what to celebrate on such an occasion. Such failure is not new; Davies, for example, finds a dearth of intelligent references to the ascension through the whole millennium following Origen and Augustine.c Both problems stem from a deficient doctrine of creation, thus a deficient doctrine of salvation, and thus a failure to see that Christ’s ascension to the place of kingship over the entire creation is the culmination of his redemptive life and work.

aKarl Barth, Dogmatics in Outline, trans. G. T. Thomson (London: SCM Press, 1966), 52.

bCf. Douglas Farrow, Ascension and Ecclesia: On the Significance of the Doctrine of the Ascension for Ecclesiology and Christian Cosmology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999).

cJ. G. Davies, He Ascended into Heaven: A Study in the History of Doctrine (London: Lutterworth, 1958), 147; Farrow, Ascension and Ecclesia, 129.





THE PATRISTIC PERIOD: FERTILE GROUND FOR A DOCTRINE OF CREATION


The early church never treated the doctrine of creation in isolation or systematically as a modern theologian might do, but dealt with it in a variety of genres and debates. Paul M. Blowers observes,

The early church took its cues from the Bible’s own thorough integration of creation and redemption in the divine economy. Well beyond the apostolic era, patristic exegetes continued to expound on the New Testament’s witness to the “cosmic Christ,” and, especially from Irenaeus of Lyons onward, to articulate the role of Jesus Christ—pre-incarnate, incarnate, and post-incarnate—as himself Creator and not simply the mediating agent of the Father in his creative work. The Son’s hominization as the Second Adam in Jesus of Nazareth, a particular human being in history, was conceived as the ultimate ratification of God’s commitment to the material creation and as the definitive outworking of God’s original plan for the world. . . . The conviction of many patristic interpreters was that the advent of Christ inaugurates the new, eschatological creation.4


This is rich territory indeed. The works of Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origen, Athanasius, Basil of Caesarea, Augustine, and Maximus the Confessor all played major roles in these initial stages of articulating a Christian doctrine of creation and the ensuing conversation over the next couple of millennia. While each of these made major contributions, they were also influenced negatively at times by Greek philosophies and their resulting theologies. In order to trace the travail and glory of the doctrine of creation, therefore, one must be attuned to how theologians not only counter certain philosophies but also are influenced by them. Thus, we begin with philosophical and historical influences on biblical interpretation before diving into the church fathers themselves.

Greek influences: Plato, Plotinus, and Philo. Many Christian theologians formed their understanding of creation in conversation with Greek philosophy. This should not be surprising, for theology is inherently contextual and dialogical. For better and for worse, philosophy often provides the conceptual apparatus, and for early Christians it was the Greek philosophers who did so. The Greek philosophical tradition asked many of the same questions about the cosmos, provided some of the conceptual apparatus for grappling with those questions, and provided answers to those questions that some Christian theologians found helpful. Greek philosophical cosmologies were attempts to demythologize the Greek worldview by rationally critiquing its polytheism. It was the Greek dualists whose ideas exerted a corrupting influence on many patristic theologians. Although Parmenides provided an initial instance of dualism, it is Plato’s dualism that has remained influential in the history of the Christian doctrine of creation. Plato modified Parmenides by positing a hierarchy of being in which the world is divided into two realms. The upper realm is immaterial and invisible. It is the most “real” and is accessible only to the intellect. The lower realm is material and visible. It is less “real” than the upper realm and is accessible by the senses. The upper realm consists of ideal “Forms” that provide the templates out of which the material things of the lower realm are made. So everything in the material world is a decaying and inferior copy of its ideal Form, which exists in the immaterial upper realm. Plato came to consider the ideal Forms as divine, because they are perfect, unchanging, and eternal.5 The concept of a hierarchy between an upper and lower realm is a key ingredient to what would become one of the most significant challenges to the Christian doctrine of creation—Gnosticism.


In his Timaeus Plato depicts a Craftsman (“Demiurge”a) who created the world by copying and multiplying the Forms. He argues that the universe is the product of intelligent and beneficent agency. While we appreciate Plato’s Timaeus for its recognition that the universe is beautiful and that it is the product of intelligent and beneficent agency, it is important to note that Plato’s conception of the universe is flawed and contradictory. Lovejoy notes that there is in Plato an otherworldly and a this-worldly motif.b His philosophy of the realm of Forms and Ideas is the one through which “the conception of an unseen eternal world, of which the visible world is but a pale copy, gains a permanent foothold in the West.”c However, as Lovejoy notes, Plato “also gave the characteristic form and phraseology and dialectic to precisely the contrary tendency—to a peculiarly exuberant kind of this-worldliness” expressed particularly in his Timaeus.d

Even on the most integrative reading of Plato, a tension remains between the Forms and the preexisting matter out of which the Craftsman created. Furthermore, Plato’s conception does not call forth worship of the Craftsman/Creator, nor does it recognize the creation as “good” or “very good.” Indeed, the universe—an ordered and majestic material world—must necessarily be a lower and lesser reality than the immaterial realm of the Forms.

aPlato’s Timaeus: Translation, Glossary, Appendices and Introductory Essay, trans. Peter Kalkavage (Newburyport, MA: Focus, 2001), §28a6.

bArthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (1936; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964).

cWilliam R. Inge, The Platonic Tradition in English Religious Thought (1926; Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2003), 9.

dLovejoy, Great Chain of Being, 45.




Plato’s dualism set the course for his successors, who, even when they departed from Plato on particular points, operated within a philosophical environment suffused with Platonic influence. Plotinus modified Plato’s dualism, influencing Origen, Augustine, and other Christian theologians. Plotinus posited a hierarchical view of reality, a great chain of being, at the lower end of which is the material world. At the top of Plotinus’s hierarchy is the One (Nous), which contains the ideal Forms. Below the One is Soul (Psyche), which serves as the mediating link between the upper realm and the lower realm. The lower realm is inferior to the upper realm and in fact emanates from the upper realm. The lower realm is less “real” than the upper realm and receives only as much reality as can be mediated to it by the great chain of being. We should not underestimate the challenge the Fathers faced: “Thus by way of Greek concepts is sought the intelligence of truth the most anti-Greek. Such is the contradiction in which the Fathers and Councils are taken up more than once.”6 The melding of Greek philosophy and biblical theology had already taken place in Jewish thinking prior to the church fathers. Philo serves as a good example.

Philo of Alexandria (20 BC–AD 50) was a Hellenistic Jewish philosopher who used allegorical exegesis to harmonize Greek philosophy with Jewish biblical interpretation. In the process he influenced several church fathers. Philo rightly believed that the world was created rather than eternal, but, as Gunton notes, his interpretation of the Genesis account unfortunately “is combined with certain platonic assumptions which override essential aspects of the text, particularly its celebration of the goodness of the whole of the created order, material and ‘spiritual’ alike.”7 Gunton notes two specific instances. In On the Creation, Philo interprets the “heaven and earth” of Genesis 1:1 to imply a two-step creative process in which God creates heavenly Forms first and earthly material second.8 He further interprets the “image of God” in Genesis 1:26-27 to exclude the human body. Philo writes, “Let no one represent the likeness as one to a bodily form for neither is God in human form, nor is the human body God-like. No, it is in respect of the mind, the sovereign element of the soul, that the word ‘image’ is used.”9 Philo rejects Plato’s divinization of the Forms and affirms, against Platonism, that material creation is “good.” However, his Platonic assumptions about the inferiority of the material world warp his interpretation of the Genesis account, causing him to affirm a creation in which immaterial reality is “more good” than material reality. Even though his view of creation was disconnected from Christ and thus sub-Christian, Philo sets the stage for building unity between the Bible and Greek philosophy later exhibited by the church fathers. As we will see in the church fathers, this “yes” and “no” to Greek philosophy takes several forms, beginning with Irenaeus.

Irenaeus—the founding father. Irenaeus of Lyons (AD 130–202) was a presbyter among Christian emigrants to France in the early second century and was most likely martyred during a massacre of Christians in AD 202. His writings are occasional, marked by the challenges the church faced. That situation was Gnosticism and its inroads among the Christian community in Lyons and throughout the Roman Empire. Gnostic theologies—for there is no single Gnostic theology—are philosophico-religious worldview complexes marked by beliefs that (1) the world is a hierarchy in which there are at least two gods, including a supreme deity who is the source of the spiritual realm and a lesser deity who created the material realm; (2) spirit is good, but matter is evil; (3) the supreme deity did not create the world, because that would implicate him in the creation of evil; (4) the supreme deity saves us from this inferior material world and does so by means of secret knowledge, or gnosis; (5) the New Testament is associated with the superior deity, while the Old Testament is associated with the lesser god; (6) a group of agents mediate between god and the world, between the spiritual and material; (7) ethical systems are based on the inherent badness of embodied life in this world and therefore lead either to ascetic or licentious ethics; and (8) the cosmos will finally be annihilated.

Irenaeus considered Gnosticism not only foolish but dangerous and sought to expose its corruption of the Christian gospel and break its back so that it no longer held influence in the Christian community. Irenaeus countered these Gnostic theologies by asserting creation as an act of divine love from a triune God and thus the nonhierarchical goodness of all creation, the necessity of the Old Testament for rightly understanding God, and the redemption of all things as the culmination of God’s purposes for creation. In Irenaeus one can find the beginnings of articulating a more fully orbed doctrine of creation. Douglas Farrow notes that “Christian dogmatics makes its first appearance in the second-century struggle with Gnosticism.”10 Central to this struggle was the relationship between redemption and creation. “In other words, was redemption the antithesis of creation or its fulfillment? . . . This question, already a cosmological one, virtually created the discipline of dogmatics.”11 In this creation, one can hardly underestimate the importance of Irenaeus’s engagement with Gnosticism.

For the Gnostics, “the universe, the domain of the Archons, is like a vast prison whose innermost dungeon is the earth, the scene of man’s life.”12 However, a spark of the divine is contained within the human soul, which sets humankind radically apart from the evil creation. Through a savior who descends from above, humans are provided with what they need for salvation—namely, gnosis. As Hans Jonas describes the Gnostic view, “Equipped with this gnosis, the soul after death travels upwards, leaving behind at each sphere the psychical ‘vestment’ contributed by it: thus the spirit stripped of all foreign accretions reaches the God beyond the world and becomes reunited with the divine substance.”13 Salvation thus liberates us to escape the material world and travel upward to our true home in God. H. Paul Santmire notes, “Gnosticism is perhaps the most extreme example in Western history of a world view shaped by the metaphor of ascent—by that metaphor, indeed, and no other.”14

As such, Gnosticism subverts everything Christians hold dear—the creation that God called “good,” the incarnation in which Christ took on human flesh, and our hope of dwelling together with the Lord in a new heaven and earth. “In sum,” Gunton writes,

Gnosticism was—and, indeed, remains—a Christian heresy which fed upon Greek philosophical suspicions of the goodness and reality of the material world. Like many heresies, however, it provided the spur to efforts to counter it, and in the process gave the church one of its greatest theological achievements. For Irenaeus’ doctrine of creation was forged in opposition to [it].15


Irenaeus rejected the Gnostics’ denial of the creator God, the Old Testament, and their view of God as distant and removed from concrete, everyday life.16

He saw creation as humanity’s God-given home and of great value to the God who became incarnate to redeem fallen humanity and thereby to renew the entire creation. In his struggle with Marcion (ca. AD 85–16017) and the Gnostics over the unity of the Bible, Irenaeus articulates the unity of the Bible as a single story,18 as Robert Louis Wilken explains:

Two histories converge in the biblical account, the history of Israel and the life of Christ, but because they are also the history of God’s actions in and for the world, they are part of a larger narrative that begins at creation and ends in a vision of a new, more splendid city in which the “Lord God will be their light.” The Bible begins, as it were, with the beginning and ends with an end that is no end, life with God, in Irenaeus’s charming expression, a life in which one is “always conversing with God in new ways.” Nothing falls outside of its scope.19


Irenaeus accused the Gnostics of failing to interpret biblical texts within the context of the entire canon. “They disregard the order and the connection of the Scriptures, and so far as in them lies, dismember and destroy the truth.”20 Through his focus on Scripture’s unity Irenaeus was able to reject the anthropomorphic theology of his opponents and the rationalist epistemology from which it came.21 Irenaeus rejects natural theology and insists that “if we have specific and definite knowledge of Him [God]—and we do—it is a gift. God addresses himself to us through his Word, and his Word is himself.”22 Unlike his opponents, Irenaeus developed his theology not on an opposition between the one and the many but on the freedom of God to be deeply involved with his creatures. “He [God] is wholly other and genuinely accessible at the same time.”23 True gnosis is not just rational but relational.

Irenaeus understood that Christian salvation cannot be conceived except on the backdrop of a good creation, created ex nihilo, as an act of divine love. Ian McKenzie writes that “creation is an act of the love of God. . . . It is this love of God which means that creation and redemption are so closely bound for Irenaeus. Creation and incarnation are but the two sides of the one act of the love of God towards what he makes.”24 God creates out of the overflow of his goodness, a goodness that has a Christocentric reference and a redemptive telos.25 Irenaeus argues that God created ex nihilo. “He is the only God, the only Lord, the only Creator, the only Father, alone containing all things, and himself commanding all things into existence.”26

Irenaeus further argues that the incarnation demonstrates the goodness of material reality. “For if the flesh were not in a position to be saved,” he writes, “the Word of God would in no wise have become flesh.”27 The Gnostics asserted that salvation came via knowledge, but Irenaeus responded that salvation came via the incarnation and atonement, which are embodied actions. The problem with the world—its frailty—is not materiality but sin and distortion, and it is this with which Christ came to deal.

For Irenaeus, the world is not a hierarchical chain of being with immaterial reality at the top and material reality at the bottom. Instead, it is a seamlessly good world created by the one and only good God. For this reason he rejected Gnostic teaching about the necessity of intermediary agents and in its place affirmed the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. “For God did not stand in need of these [intermediary beings], in order to the accomplishing of what He had Himself determined with Himself beforehand should be done, as if He did not possess His own hands. For with Him were always present the Word and Wisdom, the Son and the Spirit, by whom and in whom, freely and spontaneously, He made all things.”28

In contrast to the Gnostic metaphor of ascent, Santmire discerns migration to the good land as the root metaphor operative in Irenaeus’s thought.29 God’s original intention for creation was dynamic; God intended to lead it from its original state to final fulfillment. Hence the incarnation is aimed not just at redeeming humanity but at leading the creation to its telos. Christ recapitulates in himself what has preceded him in human history and thereby overcomes sin and leads the whole of human history to its consummation. Alois Grillmeier writes, “Creation, the incarnation of Christ, redemption, and resurrection, belong together as different parts of one all-embracing saving work of God.”30

Santmire further notes how Irenaeus’s unified, universalized theology of creation history, articulated above, influences his view of the present; the God of the eschaton now blesses creation, now renews it, now cares for and is intimately involved in his creation.31 In his explication of the economic Trinity, Irenaeus uses the delightful image of hands: God’s hands refer to the work of the Word and the Spirit in his creation. Irenaeus acknowledges the curse of the earth following humankind’s fall but rejects the notion of a cosmic fall. Creation retains its created goodness, and humans are intended to be at home in the world.


The concept of recapitulation dominated second-century theology, being found in Ignatius, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Irenaeus in particular, Clement of Alexandria, and Athanasius. Osborn says of recapitulation in Irenaeus, “The complexity of the concept is formidable. At least eleven ideas—unification, repetition, redemption, perfection, inauguration and consummation, totality, the triumph of Christus Victor, ontology, epistemology and ethics (or being, truth and goodness)—are combined in different permutations.”a After a lengthy discussion of recapitulation Osborn asks,

What then is recapitulation? Who is the agent? It is the work of the incarnate Christ. What is summed up? The totality of humanity and the universe is recapitulated in Christ. What happens in recapitulation? First, the whole history of salvation is resumed, so that beginning, middle and end are brought together. . . . Secondly, the sovereignty of Christ over all things is assumed; just as he reigns over the unseen world, so he is lord of the visible world, which he supports by the axis of his cross. Thirdly, all things are recreated, restored, renewed and set free. Lastly, all things achieve the purpose for which they were made; they are not merely repaired but are brought to perfection in Christ.b


Hick leverages Irenaeus’s writings on creation in order to support his theodicy.c Farrow, however, observes,

The “imperfection” is this: the love for God which is the life of man cannot emerge ex nihilo in full bloom; it requires to grow with experience. But that in turn is what makes the fall, however unsurprising, such a devastating affair. In the fall, man is “turned backwards.” He does not grow up in love of God as he is intended to. The course of his time, his so-called progress, is set in the wrong direction.d


aEric Osborn, Irenaeus of Lyons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 97. Osborn identifies three motifs in recapitulation: “Christ corrects and perfects all that is; as Christus Victor he is the climax of the economy of saving history; and as the perfection of being, goodness and truth, he gives life to the dying, righteousness to sinners and truth to those in error.” Tertullian: First Theologian of the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 17.

bOsborn, Irenaeus of Lyons, 117.

cJohn Hick, Evil and the God of Love (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1978).

dDouglas Farrow, “St. Irenaeus of Lyons: The Church and the West,” Pro Ecclesia 4, no. 3 (1995): 348.




Thus, Irenaeus’s eschatology is restorationist. The good creation is one that God built so that it would mature, refine, and develop, and such maturation occurs finally in the eschaton. Irenaeus writes, “[Christ] will himself renew the inheritance of the earth . . . in which the new fruit of the vine is drunk, and the resurrection of His disciples in the flesh. For the new flesh which rises again is the same which also received the new cup.”32 From passages such as this, M. C. Steenberg concludes, “The chiliastic kingdom is perceived not as a destruction of the current economy and initiation of a new, but the fulfillment, restoration and renewal of that which God originally began in creating ‘the heavens and the earth’ (Gen 1.1).”33 Irenaeus’s eschatology therefore bears on his protology, and vice versa, such that each is revelatory of the other, with both being related to the incarnate Son.34

Irenaeus’s efforts were not for naught. His argument not only won the day but in the end won the era. The sort of Gnostic dualisms refuted by Irenaeus were soon officially excluded by church councils. For instance, the Council of Nicaea (325) implicitly rejects dualism by affirming that God is “creator of all that is, visible and invisible,” while the Synod of Toledo (400) explicitly rejected dualism by stating, “If anyone says and believes that this world and all its instruments have not been created by the almighty God, let him be anathema. . . . If anyone says or believes that the world has been made by a god other than the one of whom it is written, ‘In the beginning, God created heaven and earth’ (Gen 1:1), let him be anathema.” But the church’s battle with Gnosticism would not end there.

The gnostic impulse has remained a perennial temptation in Christian thought, as we will see with Origen and, to a far lesser extent, with Augustine. As Farrow observes, “Now if it is largely to the credit of Irenaeus that a deliberately docetic approach to Christology—viz., one which openly severed the link between creation and redemption at the expense of the human Jesus—could never again be taken seriously, it is nonetheless true that dualist tendencies were far from being fully vanquished in the church.”35 Furthermore, as we will explore below, major parts of modern and postmodern thought represent a resurgent gnosticism in our day. Tertullian would take up the battle against Gnosticism with regard to Marcion.

Tertullian—glory continued. Tertullian (AD 160–220), the first theologian of the West, who wrote in Latin, was a gifted theologian who used his considerable intellectual powers to defend and articulate the gospel. He understood the power of words, and Osborn playfully observes of his thought, “At creation, God who had always been rational became verbal and the place had never been quiet since.”36 With Irenaeus, Tertullian played a major role in taking on the Gnostics and Marcion. Tertullian exemplifies what Brunner describes: “For the preservation of the Christian doctrine of Creation the Old Testament was of immeasurable importance. The Church had to meet the difficulties raised by Gnosticism on two fronts. She defended both at the same time, the Old Testament and the doctrine of Creation, and in so doing, the unity of God as Creator and Redeemer.”37 Tertullian’s lengthiest dispute was with Marcion, who distinguished the God of the Old Testament from the God of the New. Tertullian saw and responded to the threat this represented: “Dualism was the foremost threat to emerging Christian theology.”38
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