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      Praise for Reformed Systematic Theology, Volume 2

      “In volume 2 of Reformed Systematic Theology, Joel Beeke and his theological Barnabas, Paul Smalley, continue their massive exposition of Christian doctrine. Like the first volume, it is marked by constant use of Scripture coupled with references to the great theologians, and is written for all of the people of God in language that is more pastoral than metaphysical. This second volume covers the vital areas of anthropology and Christology, and continues in the style of a true ‘church dogmatics’ reminiscent of the work of the great pastor-theologians of the church. A model of clarity, it will promote doxology, maturity, and further inquiry. Here is catechesis at its best, instructing the student of theology, providing pastors with a sermon-enriching manual, and giving growing Christians a resource book that will both inform and nourish them, as well as provide endless theological enjoyment!”

      Sinclair B. Ferguson, Chancellor’s Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries

      “The scholarship and devotion of this volume are truly impressive and must reflect the result of many years of rigorous study and careful teaching of the themes pursued. I have not read a systematic theology that impressed me to the same extent. This is a work that not only instructs but also speaks to the heart. It is a presentation of orthodox Reformed theology that reflects the Puritan tradition, but also presents that tradition in the context of the flow of Christian theology from the Bible through the church fathers and the medieval expositors, the Reformation challenges, and on to the contemporary scene.”

      Robert Oliver, Pastor Emeritus, Old Baptist Chapel, Bradford on Avon, UK; Emeritus Lecturer in Church History and Historical Theology, London Theological Seminary

      “Written with great clarity and thoughtful simplicity, this volume can be confidently relied upon for study and teaching. This is how systematic theology should be done—by having in mind both the pastor in the pulpit and the people in the pews. The authors are to be commended for giving us this top-rate, scholarly-yet-accessible, God-honoring volume.”

      Rob Ventura, Pastor, Grace Community Baptist Church, North Providence, Rhode Island; coauthor, A Portrait of Paul and Spiritual Warfare

      “This volume continues the heart-warming approach of volume 1. I particularly admire the authors’ insightful and scrupulously fair exposition of positions with which they disagree. Their work offers a quite comprehensive approach to different readings throughout the history of the subjects dealt with.”

      Jonathan F. Bayes, UK Director, Carey Outreach Ministries; Pastor, Stanton Lees Chapel, Derbyshire, England; author, Systematics for God’s Glory and The Weakness of the Law

      Praise for the Reformed Systematic Theology Series

      “Reformed Systematic Theology not only takes readers into the depths of our triune God, but also shows what these great truths have to do with the Christian life. No contemporary systematic theology will bring the reader to a greater understanding of how theology blossoms into doxology than this one.”

      Matthew Barrett, Associate Professor of Christian Theology, Midwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; Executive Editor, Credo Magazine

      “Reformed Systematic Theology is the ripe fruit of Joel Beeke’s lifelong engagement as a preacher and as a teacher of preachers. This is not a systematic theology written by an ivory-tower theologian, but rather by a seasoned preacher for whom the doctrines he expounds have become, by the grace of God, an experiential reality.”

      Bartel Elshout, Pastor, Heritage Reformed Congregation, Hull, Iowa; translator, The Christian’s Reasonable Service and The Christian’s Only Comfort in Life and Death

      “Beeke and Smalley have written a work useful to the church at large that teaches Christians what they should believe and how they should love, but they have not sacrificed academic rigor to achieve these goals.”

      J. V. Fesko, Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, Mississippi

      “Joel Beeke has continued his decades-long service to Christ and his church by presenting us with his mature reflections on the nature of systematic theology. This work is fully reliable, well written, easily understood, and thoroughly researched.”

      Richard C. Gamble, Professor of Systematic Theology, Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary

      “‘Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!’ This expression of praise from Paul’s great doxology is a fitting response to reading this wonderful work of doctrine and devotion. Though the Reformed faith is often caricatured as merely intellectual, this work demonstrates that Reformed theology is also profoundly experiential, as no chapter fails to move from theology to doxology.”

      John MacArthur, Pastor, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, California; Chancellor Emeritus, The Master’s University and Seminary

      “Here is theology functioning as it ought to function—calling us to worship. You will not need to agree with the authors at every point to believe and to hope that this work will serve Christ’s church well in our generation and for generations to come.”

      Jeremy Walker, Pastor, Maidenbower Baptist Church, Crawley, UK
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      Preface to Volume 2

      Jesus Christ came so that people would know the truth (John 8:31–32; 18:37). As the cross loomed on the horizon, our Lord Jesus prayed to his Father, “This is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent,” and interceded for the people whom the Father had given him, “Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth” (17:3, 17). Christ brought us truth—life-giving, holiness-producing knowledge of God. Through this true word, God applies to our lives Christ’s saving work on the cross.

      The work of a systematic theologian is to gather the truth from the Holy Scriptures and present it in a way that, by the Holy Spirit’s power, both illuminates the mind and ignites the heart to direct the whole life to the glory of God. The publication of this second volume marks the halfway point in our attempt to produce a systematic theology that is biblical, doctrinal, experiential, and practical. Here we address the topics of creation, human nature, sin, God’s covenants, and the person and work of Christ.

      We are profoundly grateful to the Lord for his blessing on this project. We never could have produced this systematic theology without the help of other men and women who are instruments in the Lord’s hands. We are indebted to the many pastors and theologians (past and present) whose teachings have nourished our souls over the years. We thank Justin Taylor for his support of the project, Greg Bailey for his skillful editing of the manuscript, and the rest of the staff at Crossway for their assistance in publishing and promoting this set of books. Our writing has often been clarified by the editorial suggestions of Ray Lanning and Scott Lang. We also want to thank the following theologians for suggesting refinements of portions of the book: Robert Oliver, Steve Wellum, and Stephen Myers. And we are greatly indebted to the love and prayers of our dear wives, Mary Beeke and Dawn Smalley, both of whom are women who put Christian theology into practice.

      Most of all, we thank the triune God for the Mediator. Writing about the person and work of Jesus Christ has impressed upon us afresh that God dwells in unapproachable light, and our attempt to describe Christ’s glory is but the stammering of children. Soli Deo gloria!

      Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley
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      Introduction to Anthropology

      It was part of Christ’s wisdom that “he knew what was in man” (John 2:25). This knowledge enabled our Lord Jesus to deal skillfully with people ranging from Pharisees to prostitutes. Christ understood people. As the light of the world, he both revealed himself to us and revealed us to ourselves (John 3:19; cf. 15:22). Our Lord Jesus not only said many “I am” statements, but also made some very pointed “Ye are” statements.1

      A true anthropology is foundational for right and wise ethical decisions. Much of the confusion of our age arises from false anthropologies. Stephen Wellum frames the matter provocatively: “Are we creatures of dignity because we are created in God’s image? Or are we merely animals, by-products of an impersonal evolutionary process, things that can be, technologically speaking, manipulated and re-fashioned for whatever ends we deem best?”2

      Of course, man is not the greatest subject for our minds to contemplate. There is a reason why the first of the loci considered in theology is the doctrine of God (theology proper). However, the Bible does reflect back to us an image of ourselves, just as a mirror reflects the face of a man so that he can see himself and make appropriate changes (James 1:23–24). This is the function of anthropology: to use the Word of God as a mirror in which to see what we are, so that, by grace, we may become what we should be.

      What Is Theological Anthropology?

      “What is man?” So asks more than one biblical writer. It is a question that has stirred the hearts of men, women, and children since the earliest days. Who am I? What are we, and why are we here? Human beings are unique among the creatures that walk upon this earth in their self-consciousness and reflection upon the meaning of their identity. The ancient philosophers considered it to be a maxim of wisdom, “Know thyself.”3

      There are many legitimate ways to study human life. For example, a medical doctor studies the anatomy of the human body in order to understand its functioning and remedy its illnesses. An athletic trainer might study the performance of people in a sport in order to help his clients play as well as possible. Likewise, we might study the behavior of groups of people in relationship to each other as an exercise in sociology and political science.

      When the biblical writers ask, “What is man?” it is notable that they address the question to God. Job said in his pain, “What is man, that thou shouldest magnify him? And that thou shouldest set thine heart upon him?” (Job 7:17). David gazed up at the stars in wonder and exclaimed, “What is man, that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, that thou visitest him?” (Ps. 8:4; cf. 144:3). In the biblical perspective, the question of man’s identity cannot be separated from God and our relationship with him. John Calvin (1509–1564) said, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves. But, while joined by many bonds, which one precedes and brings forth the other is not easy to discern.”4

      The theological discipline of anthropology seeks to address this question: What is man, especially in relation to God? The term anthropology derives from a combination of the Greek word for “man” or “human being” (anthrōpos) and the term for “speech,” “thought,” or “word” (logos). Theology, in general, is the knowledge and wisdom derived from meditating upon and obeying the word of God.5 Therefore, theological anthropology is the submissive study of God’s Word to learn about ourselves.

      Why Study Anthropology?

      Theology is both an academic discipline and a spiritual discipline. For this reason, it demands much of us. It is worthwhile, therefore, to start our study of anthropology by asking why this labor deserves our time and trouble. Why should we study the doctrine of man?6

      Its Importance in the Bible

      The Lord devotes much of the Bible to teaching us about who and what we are. Louis Berkhof (1873–1957) wrote “that man occupies a place of central importance in Scripture and that the knowledge of man in relation to God is essential to its proper understanding,” for “man is not only the crown of creation, but also the object of God’s special care.”7

      Since it is good to study the works of God (Pss. 92:4–5; 111:2), much more we should consider the climax of God’s creative work, which is the creation of man (8:4), whom he has placed over all his other works (v. 6). Such a study enables us to adoringly exclaim, “O Lord, our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth!” (vv. 1, 9). Calvin said about the study of man, “Among all God’s works here is the noblest and most remarkable example of his justice, wisdom, and goodness.”8

      God’s Word models for us a healthy attention to anthropology. Large tracts of the Scriptures consist of historical narratives and personal vignettes that expose us to the character of men and nations. Entire books, such as Ruth and Esther, describe no miracles and contain no prophetic revelations (though the secret providence of God looms in the background), but report only the faithful actions of godly people, whether peasant or queen. Proverbs focuses largely upon human life in God’s world, offering pithy sayings that illuminate human nature and identify different kinds of people. The Bible also contains major doctrinal statements about man, such as “And God said, Let us make man in our image” (Gen. 1:26) and “You . . . were dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1).

      We need self-knowledge for our salvation. Consider the epistle to the Romans, perhaps the preeminent exposition of the gospel in the Holy Scriptures. It is full of teaching about the work of Jesus Christ, how God applies that work by the Spirit and faith, and what response we should offer in thankful love. However, most of the first three chapters of Romans consist of the dark truths about human sin and its consequences. Evidently, anthropology is a crucial part of the gospel. We should appreciate its place in the Bible and study it carefully.

      Its Integral Relation to Other Doctrines

      Much of systematic theology consists of linking particular biblical truths so that we develop a biblical system of thought. Anthropology is part of this web of knowledge. It sheds light on the doctrine of God, for man was created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26). Understanding humanity helps us to understand the person of our Lord Jesus Christ, for God’s Son became “like unto his brethren” in all things human except sin (Heb. 2:17; 4:15). What God originally made us to be points ahead to what we will become if we are united to Christ, for the new creation will be like paradise—only better, because of the Lamb of God (Rev. 22:1–5).

      Our origin as God’s creation reinforces our moral obligation to obey his commandments. Anthropology, therefore, lays a foundation upon which we build our ethics. What is right or wrong in our treatment of others largely depends on who they are. Murder, adultery, theft, lying—these violations of the Ten Commandments are sins because of the nature of those against whom we commit them. The same is true of ethical questions regarding genetic engineering, cloning, abortion, euthanasia, racism, and economic oppression.

      The doctrine of anthropology interfaces with every major teaching of the Christian faith. Right views of anthropology significantly strengthen our overall system of belief. Wrong views of anthropology unravel that system of belief and can undermine the very gospel of salvation.

      Its Value to Other Academic Disciplines

      Anthropology touches on the earthliest of topics in theology, so it overlaps to some degree with academic disciplines outside of the field of theology, such as biology, psychology, and sociology. In medicine, scientists are increasingly recognizing the close relationship between a healthy mind and a healthy body—and good mental health arises from functioning according to our human nature as God created us to be.

      Anthropology answers pressing questions about the roots of human malice and suffering, and enables us to form a practical worldview by which we can live wisely in this world. It guards us from treating people like mere animals or trash. Calvin quoted Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153): “How can he upon whom God has set his heart be nothing?”9 Yet anthropology also protects us from naively viewing human beings like angels on earth—despite how cute babies may be or how righteous we may seem in our own eyes. Calvin said, “We always seem to ourselves righteous and upright and wise and holy—this pride is innate in all of us—unless by clear proofs we stand convinced of our own unrighteousness. . . . We are not thus convinced if we look merely to ourselves and not also to the Lord, who is the sole standard by which this judgment must be measured.”10 A biblical view of man will make us not only better Christians, but also better parents and children, better friends, better neighbors, better citizens, and better employees and employers.

      The doctrine of man touches a matter of vital concern for all people, because it is about each one of us. Millard Erickson writes, “The doctrine of humanity is one point where it is possible to get a toehold in the mind of the modern secular person.”11 Whether we are preaching or in a personal conversation with an unbeliever, anthropology provides ways to approach people through matters that they value highly, and then to lead them to God to find answers that an unbelieving worldview cannot provide.

      Its Implications for Contemporary Existential Crises

      As the nations in Europe and North America reap the bitter fruit of rejecting their Christian heritage, we see a disintegration of human culture all around us, whether we consider public morality, education, crime and safety, or media and the arts. This disintegration produces considerable anxiety and sometimes despair. Cultural forces erode our sense of personal identity and dissolve relationships into superficiality. Anthony Hoekema (1913–1988) said, “The growing supremacy of technology; the growth of bureaucracy; the increase of mass-production methods; and the growing impact of mass media . . . tend to depersonalize humanity.”12

      Profound and searching questions disturb those not lulled to sleep by pleasure, leisure, and entertainment, such as:

      
        	Who am I? What are my roots? Do I belong to something bigger than myself?

        	Why is my life so painful and confusing?

        	What does it mean to be human? How are we different from animals?

        	How can I know what is right and wrong? Are all things merely relative?

        	Why are we in the mess that we are in?

        	Why is it that despite our remarkable technology and information systems, we cannot solve basic problems such as social justice and world peace?

        	Why do people who are not so different from us commit atrocities such as genocide, terrorism, human trafficking, and ethnic oppression?

        	
Where is our world going? Do I have any cause for hope?

      

      The Bible offers us a perspective on human life that answers such questions in a manner that is realistic (so that we can deal wisely with ourselves and other people), idealistic (so that we can aim for high and worthy goals), and optimistic (so that we can keep striving for what is good and right with a solid hope of making a difference).

      Its Impact upon Practical Ministry

      Pastors need to understand and believe what the Bible teaches them about the people whom they serve. Shepherds must know their sheep (Prov. 27:23). While this requires personal relationships as pastors watch over the souls entrusted to them (Heb. 13:17), it also requires a deep knowledge of God’s Word, which is sufficient to equip God’s servants for their work (2 Tim. 3:17).

      As Erickson points out, an imbalanced view of human nature can distort the way we do ministry.13 If we view people as mere minds, we will focus on intellectual ministry and expect teaching in itself to change them. If we believe that people are driven by emotions, then we will seek to motivate them by counseling them through past experiences and creating new emotional experiences. If we reduce people to their relationships, then our ministry might minimize doctrine and maximize fellowship. If we overspiritualize our understanding of people, we will treat physical problems as moral failures. We need a biblically balanced perspective on man in order to exercise a wise, balanced, holistic ministry.

      Anthropology benefits all Christians in ministry. The Word of God reveals much about human nature that guides us in how to relate to other people. How can we serve people in Christ’s name if we do not know who they are or what their deepest needs and problems are? Let us never forget that when we serve mankind, we care for “the masterpiece of the lower creation,” as Thomas Boston (1676–1732) said.14

      How Does the World Approach Anthropology?

      The only thing more dangerous than the church being in the world is the world being in the church. Christians must resist the efforts of this wicked world to conform us to its mindset (Rom. 12:2). Therefore, before beginning our study of what the Bible teaches about mankind, we will review how people in this world commonly define man so that we can examine ourselves for how worldliness may have infiltrated our minds.

      1. Man defined by philosophical idealism. In this perspective, the most real thing about human beings is their mind or spirit. The fleshly body is demeaned and viewed at best as a shell around the person and at worst as an evil to be escaped. Hoekema wrote, “We find this view in ancient Greek philosophy; according to Plato [427–347 BC], for example, what is real about man is his or her intellect or reason, which is actually a spark of the divine within the person that continues to exist after the body dies.”15 Idealism may result in an unhealthy emphasis upon the intellect, ascetic mistreatment of the body, or careless indulgence of physical desires. Though not as common in our present materialistic society, this elevation of spirit and degradation of body persists in some groups today and can infect the church. Paul writes that the Holy Spirit foretold the apostasy of people into demonic doctrines: “Forbidding to marry, and commanding to abstain from meats, which God hath created to be received with thanksgiving of them which believe and know the truth” (1 Tim. 4:3; cf. Col. 2:20–23).

      2. Man defined by physical biology. Naturalism, with its denial of the invisible world, reduces all things to their scientifically measurable, physical being. Human beings, then, consist entirely of the material and processes of their physical bodies, and their minds are but the electrochemical interchanges of their brains. This belief has the practical implication that our problems are all rooted in biology and solved by physical mechanics and chemistry. In a culture dominated by the theory of evolution, it is common for people to view human beings as just highly developed animals or, in the case of some radical environmentalists, the worst of all animals. Man is no more, in the words of Desmond Morris, than “the naked ape.”16 Those who treat human life on a merely biological level nurture their bodies but neglect their souls. Christ warned, “For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark 8:36).

      3. Man defined by sexual desires. This form of naturalism, developed especially by psychologist Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), asserts that inner psychological conflict generally arises out of the frustration of one’s desires for sexual satisfaction.17 If man is essentially an evolved animal, then, it is claimed, his primary drive is the libido or energy that strives for survival and sexual fulfillment. As Erickson notes, this theory is adopted in its crudest form by prostitution and the pornography industry, which treat people as animals that exist only to give and receive sexual pleasure.18 In popular media, lack of sexual fulfillment is often portrayed as the most pitiful of all conditions. In more recent times, people have also defined themselves by their perceived “sexual orientation,” so that any criticism of their sexual practices is seen as an act of violence against their very persons. This definition of man is used to justify living to gratify “the lust of the flesh” (1 John 2:16).

      4. Man defined by material wealth. No one can deny that food, clothing, and other necessities are essential to life or that the desire for money and possessions strongly motivates people (cf. Matt. 6:24–26). However, in this perspective, men are explicitly or implicitly defined by what they own. People often measure one another by their possessions or by their usefulness for increasing their own wealth—the kind of attitude rebuked by the apostle James (James 2:1–5). This is the theoretical perspective of Marxism, which interprets history according to economic factors and the struggle for wealth, though it also may be the practical perspective of capitalism. The Lord Jesus warned, “Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth” (Luke 12:15). Only God can be that portion that satisfies us in life and in death (Ps. 73:24–28). Thomas Brooks (1608–1680) said, “The more money is increased, the more the love of money is increased; and the more the love of money is increased, the more the soul is unsatisfied. ’Tis only an infinite God, and an infinite good that can fill and satisfy the precious and immortal soul of man.”19

      5. Man defined by individual freedom. The Reformers sought to restore the freedom of the Christian from bondage to man’s religious laws and doctrines. Later, the Puritans and various other movements struggled for freedom against what they perceived as political tyranny. However, in modern culture, freedom has been redefined as the liberty of the individual to do whatever he pleases without constraint, restraint, or rebuke, so long as it does not harm others. As Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) said, “Obedience to a self-prescribed law is liberty.”20 Oppression, then, is the imposition of a standard that we did not choose for ourselves. William Ernest Henley (1849–1903) boldly captured the spirit of this assertion in his poem “Invictus”:

      Out of the night that covers me,

      Black as the Pit from pole to pole,

      I thank whatever gods may be

      For my unconquerable soul. . . . 

      It matters not how strait the gate,

      How charged with punishments the scroll,

      I am the master of my fate:

      I am the captain of my soul.21

      Relativism and postmodernism take this principle to its logical end, asserting that each person has the right to construct his own reality, and that teaching absolute truth and morality is a form of hatred. In fact, teaching absolute truth and morality is an act of love (1 Cor. 13:6; Eph. 4:15).

      6. Man defined by social relationships. In this view, man is less like individual birds than like a flock, whether geese flying in V formation or starlings swirling as one cloud. Family dynamics and social structures determine who we are and how we act. We find this idea illustrated in an extreme and speculative form in the Foundation series of books by science fiction author Isaac Asimov (1920–1992), who postulated a world where scientists could predict future history by a mathematical model of the behavior of large groups of people.22 The Scriptures recognize that relationships affect behavior (Prov. 22:24; 1 Cor. 15:33), but emphasize individual responsibility before God (2 Cor. 5:10).

      7. Man defined by emotional health. In our present culture, which is pervasively influenced by therapeutic psychology, people commonly believe that “the central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.”23 This mindset appears in the lines sung by Whitney Houston (1963–2012): “Learning to love yourself—it is the greatest love of all.”24 People with this mindset search for jobs and relationships that provide emotional satisfaction and believe that the most important principle for life is to accept themselves and follow their hearts. The Christian worldview acknowledges the central place of joy in life (Neh. 8:10), but it subordinates immediate personal satisfaction to repentance from sin, self-denial, and sacrificial service for the sake of loving God and others in hope of ultimate life and joy in God’s glory (Luke 9:23–26).

      8. Man undefined by existential absurdity. Some people view human life with profound agnosticism and even cynicism. They regard life as meaningless and purposeless (nihilism). In the words of William Shakespeare’s (1564–1616) Macbeth:

      Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player, 

      That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

      And then is heard no more: it is a tale 

      Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

      Signifying nothing.25

      Atheistic existentialism embraces this nihilistic perspective and irrationally calls people to forge their own meaning by being authentic to themselves. However, man is too small and transient to act as his own creator; he must find his reference point in the Lord who created all things for his pleasure and works all things according to the counsel of his will (Eph. 1:11; Rev. 4:11).

      In each of the above definitions, a real component of human life has been elevated to a position it cannot sustain. Even existentialism reflects man’s sense of mystery and alienation in a fallen world. This explains why each definition resonates with us to some extent, and yet ultimately fails to explain who we are. Hoekema observed, “One way of evaluating these views would be to say that they are one-sided; that is, they emphasize one aspect of the human being at the expense of others.” However, he perceptively noted the deeper problem: “Since each of these above-named views of man considers one aspect of the human being to be ultimate, apart from any dependence on or responsibility to God the Creator, each of these anthropologies is guilty of idolatry: of worshiping an aspect of creation in the place of God.”26

      How Does the Bible Approach Anthropology?

      The Word of God has a well-developed anthropology. We might summarize the Bible’s approach to the question “What is man?” with the terms theological and redemptive-historical. It is theological anthropology because it understands man in a manner inseparable from his relationship with God. Man’s purpose is inextricably bound up in the God who created him. The Westminster Shorter Catechism states it beautifully in its first question and answer: “What is the chief end of man? Man’s chief end is to glorify God (1 Cor. 10:31; Rom. 11:36), and to enjoy him for ever (Ps. 73:25–28).”27 Samuel Willard (1640–1707) explained that though we cannot add to God’s essential glory, “to glorify God is to shew forth his glory, to declare him to be most glorious.” We glorify God by thinking rightly of him and having hearts of adoration, fear, and trust toward him, with submission under his commands and quietness under his providence.28

      The Bible’s anthropology is also redemptive-historical because it considers man’s condition according to the stages of human existence from creation and the fall to redemption and the new creation. Augustine of Hippo (354–430) contrasted the first stage with the last by saying that in paradise man was able to sin or not to sin against God, but in glory man will not be able to sin.29 Augustine posited four stages for man’s condition after the fall: (1) “before the law,” when the sinner lives contentedly in wickedness; (2) “under the law,” when the sinner is agitated by the law, but only to greater guilt and sin; (3) “under grace,” when God gives faith and love so that the person fights against lust and grows in holiness; and (4) “full and perfect peace,”30 which is glory itself.

      Later, theologians reformulated this scheme, following the redemptive-historical pattern of creation, fall, redemption, and completion. Medieval theologians consolidated the first and second of Augustine’s steps, “before the law” and “under the law,” into the one spiritual state of sin and included man’s state before the fall in their schema. The result, presented in the Sentences of Peter Lombard (c. 1096–1160)31 and found in the writings of Reformed theologians such as Johannes Wollebius (1586–1629) and Francis Turretin (1623–1687), was the doctrine of human nature in its fourfold state.32 Its most famous exposition may well have been by Boston.33 In brief, these states are:

      1. The state of original innocence. God created man in his image, which made man the pinnacle and ruler of a world that was very good (Gen. 1:26, 31). In this state, man was free to do the good that pleased God and had the ability to not sin (Latin posse non peccare). However, he was also able to sin (posse peccare) against God.

      2. The state of fallen nature. After Adam’s sin, man’s heart continuously generates moral evil and nothing but moral evil in all its motions (Gen. 6:5). Consequently, “there is none that doeth good” (Ps. 14:1). Fallen mankind, apart from Christ, does not have the ability to do anything pleasing to God, and so is unable to not sin (non posse non peccare).

      3. The state of grace. Those sinners united to Christ by a Spirit-worked faith have been saved from the ruling power of sin (Romans 6), but not its presence in their souls (Rom. 7:14–25). Consequently, they are able to not sin (posse non peccare) and free to do good, but not perfectly.

      4. The state of glory. When Christ comes and brings his people into his glory, they will be like him and see him as he is (1 John 3:2). Their complete salvation and perfect communion with him will make them unable to sin (non posse peccare).

      We will refer to all four states, but our focus will be on the states of original innocence and fallen nature, for they are the burden of anthropology.34 Calvin said, “This knowledge of ourselves is twofold: namely, to know what we were like when we were first created and what our condition became after the fall of Adam.”35

      Let us then proceed with our study of anthropology for the glory of God. Too often we have thought of ourselves without thinking of God. David Dickson (c. 1583–1662) said, “Oh, how great is our atheism! The Lord rub it off! Let us meditate on our making, that we may fall in love with our Maker.”36 Before you read any further, stop and pray for God to show himself to you as you learn more about yourself and your fellow human beings, and to cause you to love your Maker.

      Sing to the Lord

      God’s Teaching and Guidance for Those Who Trust Him

      To Thee I lift my soul,

      In Thee my trust repose;

      My God, O put me not to shame

      Before triumphant foes.

      None shall be put to shame

      That humbly wait for Thee,

      But those that willfully transgress,

      On them the shame shall be.

      Show me Thy paths, O Lord,

      Teach me Thy perfect way,

      O guide me in Thy truth divine,

      And lead me day by day.

      For Thou art God that dost

      To me salvation send,

      And patiently through all the day

      Upon Thee I attend.

      Recall Thy mercies, Lord,

      Their tenderness untold,

      And all Thy lovingkindnesses,

      For they have been of old.

      Psalm 25

      Tune: Dennis

      The Psalter, No. 60

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What is theological anthropology?

      2. What are several reasons why we should study theological anthropology?

      3. How can an understanding of theological anthropology help us to minister to people?

      4. What are some ways the world defines us merely by physical things?

      5. Of these, what is one that you personally have embraced or encountered? How does that way of looking at people affect one’s life?

      6. What are some other (nonphysical) ways that the world tends to define us?

      7. Choose one of the ways listed in your answer to question 6 and explain how it might shape a nation’s culture if accepted by many people.

      8. What is the fourfold state of man? What is the relation of each state to sin?

      9. In which state would you consider yourself to be? Why?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      10. What does it mean that biblical anthropology is (1) theological and (2) redemptive-historical? Why is it important?

      11. With regard to the four states of man, what harm might it do if we viewed and treated

      
        	a person in the second state as if he were in the first?

        	a person in the second state as if he were in the third?

        	a person in the third state as if he were in the second?

        	a person in the third state as if he were in the fourth?
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      The Creation of the World, Part 1

      God the Creator

      The Bible roots our understanding of man in creation. Human life has purpose and meaning because we did not come into being by accident or by our own will, but by the will of God, who created both us and the world in which we live. Therefore, we belong to him and exist for him (Pss. 95:6; 100:3). All that we are and have is from him, through him, and to him as the God of the decree and creation (Rom. 11:36). The doctrine of creation anchors our worldview in God, directs our lives to his glory, and protects us against idolatry (Acts 14:15; Rev. 4:11). Herman Bavinck (1854–1921) underlined the importance of this doctrine for our view of God: “God is the sole, unique, and absolute cause of all that exists.”1

      William Perkins (1558–1602) summarized the doctrine of creation: “God made all things very good of nothing.”2 Wilhelmus à Brakel (1635–1711) put it in historical and theological perspective: “In traveling reversely through time, one will ultimately arrive at the beginning, beyond which one cannot proceed. Beyond this there is nothing but God only who inhabits eternity.” Brakel continued, “The eternal God, being desirous to reveal Himself and to communicate His goodness, has according to His eternal purpose and by His wisdom and omnipotence, created the universe and all things belonging to it.”3

      The doctrine of creation plays a crucial role in systematic theology.4 Creation initiates the execution of God’s decree and launches history. It is the starting point for the Bible and the beginning of God’s self-revelation. It lays the foundation for ethics and worship, and anchors the gospel of Jesus Christ in the nature of God, the nature of man, and their inescapable relation as Creator and creature.5 Second only to redemption by the incarnate Lord, creation is the greatest manifestation of the glory of God. It was also a doctrine that was attacked early in the history of the church, resulting in the opening affirmation of the Apostles’ Creed: “I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.”6

      Theologians often discuss the doctrine of creation under the doctrine of God (theology proper), and understandably so. The study of who God is naturally leads to the study of his acts. God’s acts include his eternal decree, the creation of the world in the beginning, and his providence over all things through the ages.

      However, there are good reasons to discuss creation under anthropology as well. Biblically, the primary Scripture passage on the creation of the world (Genesis 1) reaches its high point with the creation of man in God’s image (vv. 26–28) and leads directly into a more detailed revelation of man’s callings and relationships (2:4–25). Theologically, God’s purpose to glorify himself in the created world centers upon Christ Jesus our Lord, who is a man and the Savior of the new humanity (Eph. 3:9–11). Since we are men, we have a practical interest in understanding how the creation revolves around us as creatures and our relationships to the Creator and other creatures.

      Therefore, our first step in answering the question “What is man?” is to answer the question “What is the origin of all things?”

      False Theories of Origins

      Every system of belief, or worldview, includes some explanation of the existence of the universe. Such an explanation is called a cosmogony, from the Greek phrase for how “the world has come to be” (kosmos gegonen). Monotheism asserts that the entire universe is the result of the creative work of the one true and living God. Bavinck noted, “The doctrine of creation is known only from revelation and is understood by faith.” He cited Hebrews 11:3, “Through faith we understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God,” explaining that non-Christian religions that posit a divine creation, such as Judaism and Islam, do so only because they are influenced by the testimony of God’s Word.7 God’s general revelation makes known the Creator, but apart from special revelation, man’s religions and philosophies significantly deviate from the doctrine of creation.

      False views of creation spring from belief in false gods. There are many false belief systems in this world regarding God, including polytheism, pantheism, panentheism, and atheistic materialism.8 Polytheism posits two or more first causes of the world. For instance, according to ancient pagan religions, the world (and many of its gods) arose from two or more gods in a process often involving either sexual reproduction or warfare. Consequently, though one god may be the highest, each deity has its own domain and none rules over all things. Polytheism may also appear as a fundamental dualism, such as the notion that both God and matter are eternal, and God’s creation consists of his shaping and arranging preexisting matter that he did not make. Augustus Strong (1836–1921) said, “It contradicts our fundamental notion of God as absolute sovereign to suppose the existence of any other substance to be independent of his will. This second substance . . . not only limits God’s power, but destroys his blessedness.”9

      A second category of explanations for the origin of the universe arises from pantheism, such as in Hinduism, where all being is part of the One. Consequently, even if this universe (and others) came into existence at a particular point in time, all things participate in unending cycles of expansion and contraction of the One. There is no real distinction between God and creation, for the One produced all by multiplying itself and said, “I indeed am this creation.”10 Other pantheistic religions, such as ancient Gnosticism, teach that God produced the world through a sequence of emanations from his being, with each emanation descending to a lower level of being, resulting in a shared divinity within a spiritual hierarchy of being.11

      In panentheism, God is the soul of the universe, and the world is like his body. In the ancient world, panentheism was promoted by Neo-Platonists such as Plotinus (d. 270). In the seventeenth century, Thomas Goodwin (1600–1679) complained that some men taught that all things were “but pieces and parcels of God himself.” In the panentheistic error that Goodwin opposed, God has two aspects, one distinct from the world and another as the substance of the world and its parts.12 Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834), the father of theological liberalism, believed we cannot attribute to Genesis 1–2 “a genuine historical character,” and regarded the doctrine of creation as irrelevant to the feeling of absolute dependence upon the divine (his central concept of religion).13 Deeply influenced by Neo-Platonism and the pantheistic philosophy of Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677), Schleiermacher opened the door for panentheism to flood into modern theological liberalism.14 In the twentieth century, process theologians developed a view of God in which he consists of two poles: an eternal absolute and the temporal world. Such a deity did not create the world and he does not rule it, but is one with it, suffers with it, develops with it, and seeks to persuade it to develop toward good.15

      Pantheism and panentheism are distant concepts from the “God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth” (Acts 17:24). As Goodwin pointed out, such views have no place for a God who relates to the world like a potter to the clay (Rom. 9:21), who will not give his glory to another and rebukes idolatry (Isa. 42:8), who obliges men to obedience and judges the wicked, and who redeems sinners, for they erase the distinction between God and his creations.16

      A fourth category of unbiblical cosmogony is materialism. In this perspective, the physical matter and energy of the universe has always existed, and it is all that has ever existed. In Epicureanism, as taught by Epicurus (341–270 BC), all things are thought to consist of many indivisible atoms whose random collisions over time produced the universe and all things in it, including human beings.17 Consequently, the driving force in the universe is random physical interactions. This philosophical view experienced a revival in the Renaissance and was opposed by the Reformers.18 Materialism is often associated with atheism.

      Charles Darwin (1809–1882) proposed the materialistic theory of evolution to explain the origin of all living creatures by the mindless natural selection of those organisms most fit to survive and propagate themselves. His theory was adapted by later scientists into Neo-Darwinism, with the further explanation of evolution through gradual change prompted by random genetic mutations over millions of years. The extremely long time required by evolution fits with the “big bang” theory that the universe arose spontaneously out of a singularity of inconceivable density and energy about fourteen billion years ago, with the earth forming about four and a half billion years ago. The big bang and evolutionary theories presently form the dominant perspective on origins in Europe and North America. We will examine these theories in relation to the Christian faith in more detail in a later chapter.19

      In reality, the categories of polytheism, pantheism, panentheism, and materialism overlap. Polytheism on a popular level often goes hand in hand with pantheism on a more philosophical level. Pantheism and panentheism encourage the worship of the creature. Materialists, while they deny the existence of God, tend to divinize the world. Popular astronomer Carl Sagan (1934–1996) claimed, “The universe is all that is or ever was or ever will be,” which is materialism, but he also spiritualized secular science into a kind of religious devotion, saying, “Our feeblest contemplations of the cosmos stir us. . . . We know we are approaching the greatest of mysteries.”20 If the universe has no Creator, then it becomes our god. As the apostle Paul explained, those who refuse to glorify God and give him thanks exchange “the glory of the uncorruptible God” for the visible things of creation (Rom. 1:21–23).

      God’s Work of Creation

      Having reviewed alternative views of the universe, we now turn to the Word of God. Whereas mankind can only speculate about the origin of the world, not having been there to witness it (Job 38:4), the eternal God is able to speak from direct knowledge of these events. The words of the Bible are the pure and trustworthy words of God (Prov. 30:5).

      The doctrine of creation is taught in many places in the Bible, but it is good for us to begin “in the beginning,” with the foundational text on creation—indeed, the foundation of the whole Bible—Genesis 1:1–2:3.21 The text is well known, so we simply summarize it:

      
        	
Day one: In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth, and made light, resulting in the sequence of day and night.

        	
Day two: God divided the waters above the earth, most likely the clouds, from the waters below the earth—that is, the seas, rivers, lakes, and subterranean aquifers.22


        	
Day three: God gathered the waters so that the dry land appeared, naming the former “seas” and the latter “earth.” God also made the plants.

        	
Day four: God created lights in the heaven to distinguish days, seasons, and years.

        	
Day five: God created sea creatures and flying creatures, and blessed them with the call to be fruitful and multiply.

        	
Day six: God created land animals. God then created man and woman in his image and blessed them with the call to be fruitful, multiply, and rule over the other living creatures.

        	
Day seven: God ceased from his creative work, and blessed and sanctified the day.

      

      The creation account of Genesis draws attention to the uniqueness and universality of God’s creative work, as well as to the glory of the One who performed it.

      The Uniqueness of the Work of Creation

      The work of creation marked the “beginning” of the universe (Gen. 1:1). The week of Genesis 1:1–2:3 is “the beginning of the creation” (Mark 10:6; cf. 13:19). God invented the sequence of days, so that the first day of the creation week marks the first day of history (Gen. 1:5). Prior to that day, there was no time, but only God.23 Paul writes that God decreed his purpose of grace in Christ “before the ages began” (2 Tim. 1:9; Titus 1:2 ESV); that is, before God initiated temporal history with his act of creating the heavens and the earth.24 As Augustine said, God did not make the world “in time,” as if creation fell upon some point in an already existing stream of time, but he made the world “with time”—that is, he created the world and time together.25 Bavinck said, “Before that moment there is nothing but the deep silence of eternity.” Eternity does not consist of empty ages of inactivity, but of no ages at all. “In the absence of the world there is no time, and therefore no empty time.”26 God is not the Lord in time, but the Lord before time and the Lord over time, because he is the Creator of time.27 Our time-bound language fails us, and we must bow in worship before the God who transcends time itself.

      The work of creation is also unique because it does not continue, for “on the seventh day God ended his work”—that is, “all his work which God created and made” (Gen. 2:2–3). God continues to work in providence, but his work of creation was completed in the first week. As Peter Lombard, drawing from the Augustinian tradition, said, “He ceased making new creatures.”28 The basic categories of God’s creatures were established in that first week.

      The Universality of the Work of Creation

      The statement that “God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1) indicates that God made all parts or places in the universe.29 Consequently, God is the universal God. The Bible often identifies the Lord as the God who made heaven and earth in order to assert his universal dominion.30 All things are his creations, and he is “the most high God, the possessor of heaven and earth” (14:19, 22), the “God of heaven and earth” (Ezra 5:11; cf. Gen. 24:3). He is “the living God, which made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are therein” (Acts 14:15). The New Testament states several times that God created “all things.”31

      “Heaven” includes the special dwelling place of God and the angels.32 Though Genesis focuses attention upon the earth (1:2), other texts in the Bible elaborate that God created the heavenly realm, including the invisible angelic powers (Ps. 148:1–6; Col. 1:16).33

      God also created all things in the visible universe. It is evident from the rest of Genesis 1 that God created everything from the stars above to the seas below, and all things in them. The scope of creation is comprehensive. Therefore, the Bible knows only two categories of being: God and what God made. There is no third alternative. We may say of everything that is not God, “God made that. It belongs to him.” The universality of God’s creation implies that all things that are not God, material or spiritual, have their beginning in creation. God did not make the world out of any preexisting substance, but out of nothing (Latin ex nihilo).34 Hebrews 11:3 says, “Through faith we understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that things which are seen were not made of things which do appear.” This is an important doctrine because it implies that no substance exists in the universe apart from God’s will. Millard Erickson writes, “The doctrine of creation is first and rather obviously a statement that there is no ultimate reality other than God. There is no room for dualism . . . two ultimate principles.”35 All is either God or from God.

      Creation and the Glory of God

      God revealed his work of creation to his people in order to manifest his glory as the Creator and Lord of all things.36 The Westminster Confession of Faith (4.1) says, “It pleased God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, for the manifestation of the glory of His eternal power, wisdom, and goodness, in the beginning, to create, or make of nothing, the world, and all things therein whether visible or invisible, in the space of six days; and all very good.”37 John Calvin compared creation to a theater of God’s glory, saying, “Let us not be ashamed to take pious delight in the works of God open and manifest in this most beautiful theater.”38

      The Uniqueness of the Creator

      Creation is the work of a unique agent. The Hebrew verb translated as “create” (qal of bara) is used “always of divine activity.”39 Throughout the text, God is the One speaking and working. Derek Kidner (1913–2008) commented, “It is no accident that God is the subject of the first sentence of the Bible, for this word dominates the whole chapter and catches the eye at every point of the page: it is used some thirty-five times in as many verses of the story. The passage, indeed the Book, is about Him first of all; to read it with any other primary interest (which is all too possible) is to misread it.”40

      Genesis 1 sharply distinguishes God from all other things that exist. “In the beginning,” God already is, but the world was first coming to be. Genesis 1 reveals a world with no effective competitors to God. Unlike the ancient Babylonian creation myth of the Enuma Elish, Genesis depicts no battle among the gods, but only the quiet progress of a world subject to the will of its sovereign Maker. Whereas the sun and moon were often worshiped in the ancient world, Genesis does not even name them, but only calls them “lights” (vv. 14–16) and depicts them as subject to God.

      Therefore, the doctrine of creation reveals God as the eternal and only Creator. God alone is eternal (Ps. 90:2; Isa. 57:15). Goodwin noted, “The best of creatures have but half an eternity, they are to everlasting, but not from everlasting. This is proper to God only.”41 God alone is Creator, and this role distinguishes him from all other gods (Neh. 9:6; Jer. 10:10–12).42 Psalm 96:5 says, “For all the gods of the nations are idols: but the Lord made the heavens.” In Isaiah 44:24, God says, “I am the Lord that maketh all things; that stretcheth forth the heavens alone; that spreadeth abroad the earth by myself.” The words “by myself” emphasize that no creature could share in this work; God alone creates. In stark contrast to the worthless idols of the nations (vv. 9–20), the Lord uses his act of creating the world to demonstrate his uniqueness: “Is there a God beside me? Yea, there is no God; I know not any” (v. 8).

      This unique work by a unique Being leads to the unique honor belonging to the Creator. Hezekiah confessed, “O Lord of hosts, God of Israel, that dwellest between the cherubims, thou art the God, even thou alone, of all the kingdoms of the earth: thou hast made heaven and earth” (Isa. 37:16). Johannes Wollebius rightly stated, “The work and honor of creation ought not to be attributed to any creature, even the angels, but only to God.”43 We must reject the teaching that creatures can become cocreators with God or even instruments of God’s creative work, a false doctrine used to wrongly exalt angels and men.44 God works through means in providence, but not in creation.

      The doctrine of creation lays the foundation for a basic element of the Christian worldview: the difference between the Creator and the creation.45 Louis Berkhof wrote, “The world is not God nor any part of God, but something absolutely distinct from God.” Yet he also noted, “The world is always dependent on God.” Therefore, Berkhof said, “God is not only the transcendent God, infinitely exalted above all His creatures; He is also the immanent God, who is present in every part of His creation, and whose Spirit is operative in all the world.”46

      We must give our worship and supreme allegiance to no other being than the Creator of heaven and earth. Calvin said, “It was his will that the history of Creation be made manifest, in order that the faith of the church, resting upon this, might seek no other God but him who was put forth by Moses as the Maker and Founder of the universe.”47 In worshiping God alone, we must approach him as the Holy One who is infinitely exalted above us and all our places and acts of worship, for he made all things (Isa. 66:1–2).48 The thought of being alienated from this Creator-God and under his wrath should be unbearable to us. Brakel wrote, “The contemplation of God as Creator first of all makes it very evident that all your security, freedom, rest, peace, and happiness consist in the goodness and love of your Maker toward you.”49

      The Trinity of the Creator

      God progressively revealed through his Word that he is one God who eternally exists in three persons. God is most fully made known in the New Testament as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.50 Genesis 1 contains references to plurality in God that we may cautiously receive as early, partial revelations of what God would later make known in the doctrine of the Trinity. When the text says, “God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen. 1:1), the verb “created” is in the singular form, indicating one subject. However, we read next, “And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters” (v. 2). The phrase “the Spirit of God” is the same expression used elsewhere for the Holy Spirit, who empowers God’s servants.51 We interpret the image of the Spirit’s activity according to Deuteronomy 32:10–12: “He found him in a desert land, and in the waste [tohu, the same word as “without form”] howling wilderness; he led him about, he instructed him, he kept him as the apple of his eye. As an eagle stirreth up her nest, fluttereth [rakhaph, the same word as “moved”] over her young, spreadeth abroad her wings, taketh them, beareth them on her wings: so the Lord alone did lead him, and there was no strange god with him.” Therefore, we interpret Genesis 1:2 not as speaking of “the wind of God,” but as revealing that the Spirit of God acted upon the primeval creation like a tender mother bird over its children in a wilderness, nurturing God’s work.52 Calvin said, “The eternal Spirit had always been in God, while with tender care he supported the confused matter of heaven and earth, until beauty and order were added.”53

      The strongest suggestion of plurality in God appears in Genesis 1:26: “Let us make man in our image.” Both the pronouns and the verb translated as “make” are plural in the Hebrew text.54 Since there is no hint in the Bible that man is the image of any being except God, this text pictures God in conversation with God as a plurality of persons. The angels did not create man. Some theologians have proposed that this is the plural of majesty, the royal “we” that kings and queens sometimes use. However, there does not appear to be evidence of such a practice by royalty recorded in the Old Testament Scriptures.55 It is best to take this text to indicate a plurality of persons in God.56

      Are there hints in Genesis of what that plurality might entail? We have already noted the agency of the Spirit in creation (cf. Job 26:13; 33:4). Genesis coordinates the agency of the Spirit in creation with the agency of God’s Word, such as, “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light” (Gen. 1:3).57 In the Old Testament, God’s Word sometimes acts as an agent sent by God to do his will with divine power, somewhat like the divine angel of the Lord.58 The Word of the Lord has supernatural qualities, and the godly praise God’s Word with reverence.59 John gives further clarity to the distinct personality of the Word when he writes, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with God. All things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was made. . . . And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us” (John 1:1–3, 14). Therefore, Christ is the Creator of the world along with the Father and the Spirit (Heb. 1:10). Christ and the Spirit are not merely instruments of the Creator60 or co-Creators subordinate to the Father, but are one Creator.61

      The Creator is the triune God. Let us reverence all three persons of the triune God as worthy of our praise (Rev. 4:11). Worthy is the Father! Worthy is the Son! Worthy is the Spirit! Let us praise him, three in one.

      The Power of the Creator

      Creation was a work of immense power, as is evident from the vast size of the universe. However, a striking feature of the creation account is the ease with which God performed it. There is no hint of hard labor. Rather, the Bible reveals creation by divine fiat (compare the Latin words fiat lux, or, “Let there be light,” Gen. 1:3 Vulgate). God’s creation of the universe by his word implies that the universe did not come from him by some necessity, like streams from a spring, but was made according to the freedom of God’s will, like a building from a builder.62 Therefore, God always relates to the created world freely according to his will (Pss. 115:3, 15; 135:6).

      God created the world by the mere expression of his will brought into effect by his Spirit (Ps. 33:6, 9).63 Samuel Willard said, “His omnipotent will gave the being of all things, and this is called his powerful word.”64 When we consider that our sun is over three hundred thousand times more massive than the earth and that God created innumerable stars with a mere word, the power of the Creator should fill us with awe and astonishment.65

      Genesis does not depict the work of creation as a long process or struggle, but as a series of effectual acts. John Gill (1697–1771) said, “He gave the word, and every creature started [came suddenly] into being in a moment. . . . Let there be light, and there was light.”66 We find the power of divine fiat illustrated in Christ’s commanding supernatural healings, casting out demons, and calming stormy seas—all with a mere word.67 The latter miracle identifies Christ as the Lord of heaven and earth, for it is God who calms the sea (Pss. 65:7; 107:29; Jonah 1:4–16). The mere word of God immediately accomplishes his will.

      Creation by divine fiat demonstrates the ability of God to work apart from any means.68 Calvin pointed out that the order of creation teaches us this lesson: God made the light before the sun, moon, and stars to prove that he can supply our needs apart from any instrument.69 Similarly, God made the plants before the sun to demonstrate that “God acts through the creatures, not as if he needed external help, but because it was his pleasure.”70 Stephen Charnock (1628–1680) said, “The carpenter cannot work without his rule, and axe, and saw, and other instruments. . . . But in creation there is nothing necessary to God’s bringing forth a world but a simple act of his will.”71

      Some of the prophets encourage the faith of God’s people with the reminder that God is the One whose power was able to create the universe. Zechariah declares that the almighty power by which God created the world guarantees the final victory of his people over their enemies (Zech. 12:1–9). Jeremiah, anticipating the deliverance of Israel from exile, exclaimed, “Ah Lord God! Behold, thou hast made the heaven and the earth by thy great power and stretched out arm, and there is nothing too hard for thee” (Jer. 32:17). The infinite power of the Creator should move us to trust confidently in his ability to save people from their sins (Matt. 19:25–26). Salvation is a new creation,72 and therefore it exhibits the supernatural freedom of God to do his will. As Perkins said, “By His word He created man’s heart when it was not. And He can and will as easily create in us all new hearts.”73

      The Authority of the Creator

      God’s authority, or right to rule, arises logically from the fact that he made all things, and therefore, he owns them. David says in Psalm 24:1–2, “The earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein. For he hath founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the floods.” This shows that God is “the King of glory,” who must be honored and obeyed by those who would draw near to him (vv. 3–10). Therefore, the proper use of all God’s creatures is to glorify the Creator, and not any idol, for idols created nothing and can claim nothing as truly their own (1 Cor. 10:25–31; cf. Ps. 115). We must worship God as the King over all, for he made all things (Ps. 95:1–6).

      The Creator demonstrated his ownership and authority by interpreting his creation through the acts of naming it and evaluating its goodness.74 Genesis 1 repeatedly states, “And God called” (vv. 5, 8, 10), when he assigned names to aspects of his world: day, night, heaven, earth, and sea. It was God who gave the name “man” (adam) to the human race (5:2). Genesis also implies God’s authority in the statement “And God saw . . . it was good.”75 The first instances of things being counted as “good” in the Bible are found in God’s evaluation. The Bible often says that someone’s conduct was good or evil “in the sight of the Lord.”76 God is the primary observer of his creatures, and his judgment carries supreme weight.

      The authority of God as the Creator undergirds our obligation to obey his commandments. Since the Creator is the Lord and owner of all that he made, all creatures stand in relation to him as servants. Psalm 119:90–91 says, “Thy faithfulness is unto all generations: thou hast established the earth, and it abideth. They continue this day according to thine ordinances: for all are thy servants.” This truth should move us to study God’s laws and depend upon him for illumination. Psalm 119:73 says, “Thy hands have made me and fashioned me: give me understanding, that I may learn thy commandments.”

      God’s universal authority over all places and peoples also lays the foundation for the kingdom of Christ over all nations. Psalm 89 is a song about the royal Son of David, and it says, “The heavens are thine, the earth also is thine: as for the world and the fulness thereof, thou hast founded them. The north and the south thou hast created them” (Ps. 89:11–12). Thus, the risen Lord, about to take his rightful seat as supreme King, declared, “All power [exousia, literally, “authority”] is given unto me in heaven and in earth” (note the allusion to Gen. 1:1), and commanded his church to make obedient disciples of all nations (Matt. 28:18–20).

      The supreme authority of the Creator demonstrates his right to be sovereignly gracious in his acts of election, whether the national election of Israel (Ex. 19:5; Deut. 10:14–15) or the personal election of individuals to salvation (Rom. 9:18–21). The Creator has the right to do what he pleases with his works, even to give to some the damnation that they deserve for their sins and to give to others mercy and glory that they do not deserve (vv. 22–23).

      The Wisdom of the Creator

      The creation account in Genesis shines with order and beauty that testify to the wisdom of the Creator. Jeremiah 51:15 says, “He hath made the earth by his power, he hath established the world by his wisdom, and hath stretched out the heaven by his understanding.” Proverbs 3:19 says, “The Lord by wisdom hath founded the earth; by understanding hath he established the heavens.” Charnock compared the creation of the world to the skillful crafting of a musical instrument that is then tuned to play beautiful music. He said, “There is nothing so mean, so small, but glitters with a beam of divine skill.”77

      Although God could have created the world fully functional in an instant, he chose to create the heavens and earth, and then develop them over six days. In its initial condition, the earth was “without form” (tohu) and “void” (bohu), terms for an uninhabited wilderness that cannot sustain human life.78 God proceeded to structure the world by creating a series of distinctions: daylight versus the darkness of night (day one), waters below versus waters above (day two), and the dry land versus the seas (day three). There is a parallel between days one to three and days four to six (one and four: light; two and five: water and sky; three and six: land) that some commentators have summarized as “forming” (days one–three) and “filling” (days four–six).79 God worked in a wise and orderly manner to prepare a proper environment that he populated with living creatures.

      The wisdom of the Creator appears also in the vast diversity of the living creatures, each made according to its “kind” (min).80 Solomon showed his wisdom by his ability to speak intelligently about various trees, plants, animals, birds, insects, and fish (1 Kings 4:30–34). How much more should we admire the wisdom of God, who invented each kind of living creature! Willard wrote, “There are more mysteries of wisdom in the most despicable plant, than human wisdom can dive into.”81

      The harmony and mutual interdependence of these incredibly diverse kinds of living creatures in a “very good” world (Gen. 1:31) also demonstrates the wisdom of the Creator. Biological life does not consist only of isolated organisms, but a complex and carefully balanced ecological system that includes the inanimate aspects of the earth’s biosphere. The psalmist surveys God’s provision of water and food for the various plants, animals, and men, and says, “O Lord, how manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast thou made them all: the earth is full of thy riches” (Ps. 104:24). Charnock compared the variety, beauty, fitness, and organic connections of the parts of creation to the members of a marvelous body in which each part contributes to the life of the whole.82 The wisdom of God appears particularly in his crafting of the world to be a home for man: “he created it not in vain [tohu], he formed it to be inhabited” (Isa. 45:18). Calvin said, “He has so wonderfully adorned heaven and earth with as unlimited abundance, variety, and beauty of all things as could possibly be, quite like a spacious and splendid house, provided and filled with the most exquisite and at the same time most abundant furnishings.”83

      Recognizing God’s wisdom in creation should move Christians to trust his decree and providence for their lives today as he executes his fatherly will.84 Our Lord Jesus points anxious believers to consider the birds and the flowers, and to see how God gives them food and beauty (Matt. 6:25–34). If the wise Creator has arranged his world so well that animals that engage in no agriculture still find their food, much more we can expect him to work out his good plan for our lives (Rom. 8:28). Even when Christians suffer, God remains “a faithful Creator” (1 Pet. 4:19).

      The Goodness of the Creator

      Another pattern of repetition in Genesis 1 is the statement that “God saw . . . it was good,”85 culminating in the statement “God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). Moses most likely wrote these words while Israel was in a barren wilderness. The picture of “grass” springing up under God’s blessing (cf. Deut. 32:2; 2 Sam. 23:4; Ps. 23:2) would have made the Israelites think of verdant pasture for their livestock. The “herb” and “fruit tree” would have appealed to their hunger for fresh food (cf. Gen. 1:29–30). This paves the way for the description of the lush garden of Eden in Genesis 2. God also demonstrates his goodness by speaking his blessing on his creatures (1:22, 28; 2:3), a blessing that empowers them to reproduce, work, and rest. It is astonishing to consider, but God created mankind in order to bless them. Truly, the earth is full of God’s faithful love (Pss. 33:5; 119:64; cf. 145:9).

      Geerhardus Vos (1862–1949) wrote, “The doctrine of creation secures for the creature a certain measure of glory.” He explained, “The finger of God has touched and formed it, and in the midst of all its defection and sin the imprint of God’s finger clings to it.”86

      Creation is a doctrine of delight. The goodness of creation teaches us, in contrast to dualistic and ascetic beliefs, that “every creature of God is good, and nothing to be refused, if it be received with thanksgiving: for it is sanctified by the word of God and prayer” (1 Tim. 4:4–5). In the context of that statement, Paul particularly warned against demonic doctrines that slandered the goodness of marriage and required abstinence from various kinds of food (vv. 1–3). We should not feel guilty about enjoying God’s creation if we do so according to his revealed will for his glory, for God “giveth us richly all things to enjoy” (6:17). God himself modeled the enjoyment of creation in the repeated statement that he saw the goodness of his world. This appears, too, in the last day of the creation week, when God ceased his work and “rested,” or “sabbathed” (Gen. 2:2). Another text says that God “was refreshed” (Ex. 31:17). This does not mean that he was tired, for the Creator does not grow weary (Isa. 40:28). Rather, it means that he stopped the work of creation and simply enjoyed what he had made.87

      The excellent goodness of creation shows us that God is “the overflowing fountain of all good,” as the Belgic Confession (Art. 1) so beautifully puts it.88 Augustine said, “It is enough for the Christian to believe that the only cause of all created things, whether heavenly or earthly, whether visible or invisible, is the goodness of the Creator, the one true God.”89 God did not create the world because he needed something from it, for “he giveth to all life, and breath, and all things” (Acts 17:25), and, “Who hath first given to him?” (Rom. 11:35). Rather, “every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:17).

      God is the best and supreme good, since he made all other good things. Thomas Watson (c. 1620–1686) said, “Did God make this glorious world? Did he make everything good? Was there in the creature so much beauty and sweetness? Oh! Then what sweetness is there in God?”90 William Ames (1576–1633) said that this doctrine is useful for admonition, “that we may not allow our souls to cling to this world but that we may lift them higher and cling to the One who made the world.”91

      Knowing and Celebrating the Glory of the Creator

      Therefore, we conclude that God created the universe for his declarative glory, to display the beauty of his attributes. The fiery spirits of heaven constantly declare, “The whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa. 6:3).92 Calvin said, “You cannot in one glance survey this vast and beautiful system of the universe, in its wide expanse, without being completely overwhelmed by the boundless force of its brightness.” He wrote, “This skillful ordering of the universe is for us a sort of mirror in which we can contemplate God, who is otherwise invisible.”93

      Therefore, we should use all things for God’s glory. Calvin wrote in his catechism, “What is the chief end of human life?” and answered, “To know God.” He went on, “Why do you say that?” and replied, “Because He created us and placed us in this world to be glorified in us. And it is indeed right that our life, of which He Himself is the beginning, should be devoted to His glory.”94

      The greatest tragedy of mankind is that we refuse to know our Creator and make him known (Rom. 1:19–21). By God’s grace in Christ, creation should move us to glorify him. The angels joyfully sang God’s praises when he founded the earth (Job 38:7). Psalm 148 calls upon every aspect of creation, from stars to cattle, from angels to children, to praise the Lord. Through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord said of each of his people, “I have created him for my glory” (Isa. 43:7). In the last book of the Bible, we hear the heavenly worshipers declare, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power: for thou hast created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created” (Rev. 4:11). This grand vision for God’s creation is fulfilled in Jesus Christ, the Lamb who redeemed people from every nation to worship and serve the Lord (Rev. 5:9–10).

      Therefore, let us be what God made us to be. Let us live for the glory of God through Jesus Christ. If by grace we do so, then we fulfill the very purpose for which God created the world, “to glorify God, and to enjoy him for ever.”95

      Sing to the Lord

      Praise the Almighty Creator

      I sing th’ almighty pow’r of God,

      That made the mountains rise,

      That spread the flowing seas abroad,

      And built the lofty skies. (repeat line)

      I sing the wisdom that ordained

      The sun to rule the day;

      The moon shines full at his command,

      And all the stars obey. (repeat line)

      I sing the goodness of the Lord

      That filled the earth with food;

      He formed the creatures with his word,

      And then pronounced them good. (repeat line)

      Lord! how thy wonders are displayed

      Where’er I turn mine eye!

      If I survey the ground I tread,

      Or gaze upon the sky. (repeat line)

      Isaac Watts

      Tune: Ortonville

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 106 (with additional second stanza)

      Or Tune: Ellacombe (without repeated line)

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. Why is the doctrine of creation crucial for systematic theology?

      2. How do the following worldviews tend to explain the origin of all things: (1) polytheism, (2) pantheism, (3) panentheism, and (4) materialism?

      3. What did God create or institute on each of the days of the first week?

      4. What do the authors mean by “the universality of the work of creation”?

      5. How does God’s work of creation show his uniqueness?

      6. What hints of the Trinity do we find in Genesis 1? How do other Scripture passages reveal that the Creator is triune?

      7. How did God display his (1) power, (2) authority, (3) wisdom, and (4) goodness in the work of creation?

      8. How has studying God’s work of creation encouraged you to trust him more?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      9. What do the authors mean when they say that God is “the Creator of time”? Do you agree? Why or why not?

      10. What does it mean to view God’s creation as a theater for his glory? How should that belief shape how we live and relate to the world around us?

      11. A friend of yours is a pantheistic environmentalist, believing that we must care for the world because we are one with all things. She asks you how Christian beliefs about creation compare to hers. What do you say?
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      The Creation of the World, Part 2

      Historical and Theological Questions

      In the last two centuries, the Christian doctrine of creation has been challenged by theories that propose alternative models of our origin. Some theologians have responded to this challenge by assigning Genesis 1 to the category of myth.1 The term myth has a range of meanings.2 It might refer to a traditional story that functions as part of a holistic explanation of reality (a worldview). With that meaning, a myth may or may not be true, and the term is used in a relatively neutral way regarding the historicity of an account. However, most often myths are associated with religious legends that might have some historical basis but that contain significant fictional additions and embellishments.3 Myth may even be used as a synonym for legend or fable, something entirely fictitious. It is in this sense that the New Testament uses the related Greek word (mythos).4

      To call Genesis 1 a myth in the latter sense is to relegate it to the realm of ancient ideas that we now regard as fiction, like Greek or Norse mythology, of interest perhaps to historians and intriguing to the imagination, but of little significance for our understanding of the universe. However, Genesis 1 is part of the Holy Scriptures, which are not the mere words of men, but the Word of God, which is always true in its teaching and profitable in its application (Prov. 30:5; 2 Tim. 3:16). When the Pharisees pressed our Lord Jesus Christ for his view of divorce, he replied, “Have ye not read,” quoted from Genesis 1 and 2, and said, “What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder” (Matt. 19:4–6). God’s Son regarded Genesis not as myth, but as the true history of creation and the solid foundation of God’s moral law.

      Though there are some parallels between Genesis and other ancient Near Eastern documents, the Genesis account differs significantly from other creation stories. For example, the Enuma Elish postulates creation through sexual reproduction and warfare among various gods.5 Genesis presents the Creator and his work with unparalleled simplicity, purity, and majesty. Edward Young (1907–1968) said, “Genesis one is a document sui generis [in a category of its own]; its like or equal is not to be found anywhere in the literature of antiquity. And the reason for this is obvious. Genesis one is a divine revelation to man concerning the creation of heaven and earth.”6

      Some people object that the biblical writers embraced an ancient view of the universe that is incompatible with modern science. It is said that the Bible teaches a three-tier view of the universe consisting of heaven, earth, and sea/underworld (Phil. 2:10; Rev. 5:3, 13), in which the sky is a solid dome holding up a heavenly sea (Gen. 1:6–8; cf. Ps. 148:4). The term translated as “firmament” (raqiya‘) in Genesis 1 is said to refer to “a solid surface like metal” because the related verb (raqa‘) is used for “pounding metals into thin sheets” (cf. Ex. 39:3; Job 37:18; Isa. 40:19). Therefore, they argue that the biblical authors embraced ancient, mythological cosmology, so we cannot rely on the Bible for accurate views of science or history, but only for spiritual truths.7

      In response to this objection, we argue that the objector is reading ancient cosmology into the biblical text. The Bible is remarkably restrained in matters of astronomy, but speaks in “popular style” and “common usage” about phenomena as they appear to our senses,8 as John Calvin noted.9 When the Bible uses the language of “every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth” (Rev. 5:13), it is using all-inclusive language for the whole creation. The Bible does not teach us much about the structure of the universe. For example, the Bible speaks of “the circle of the earth” (Isa. 40:22), but also of “the four corners of the earth” (11:12; Acts 10:11; Rev. 7:1). The point is not whether the world is a circle or a square. It is that God rules over the entire world that he created.

      The “waters which were above the firmament” are probably best understood as a reference to the clouds.10 The ancient peoples understood that there were waters above us, for they knew, as the Bible attests, that rain came from clouds.11 As to the argument that “firmament” (raqiya‘) means a solid object, we cannot deduce that the noun refers to something like metal simply because the verb is often used for spreading out metals. This is an error in linguistics. The basic meaning of the word is not solidity, but being “spread out.”12 The Bible also uses other words to communicate that God spread or stretched out the skies, sometimes comparing the sky not with hard metal but with soft material, such as a curtain or tent.13 The Bible does not aim to describe the material of the universe, either from an ancient or modern perspective, but does accurately report historical events about God’s works in creating it.

      Therefore, as evangelical and Reformed Christians, we should not call Genesis 1 a myth, but regard it as theological, historical literature. It is theological in that its main points pertain to the revelation of God and his works. It is historical in that its words truly describe real events, people, and things. It is literature, for God crafted it with skill and wisdom to communicate its truth to men. Genesis is the word of God.14

      Given that Genesis is not a myth, we face a number of important questions about the text. In this chapter, we will examine a historical question about the genre and historicity of Genesis, and a theological question about creation out of nothing. In the next two chapters, we will consider exegetical and scientific questions related to Genesis.

      Is Genesis 1–2 Historical Narrative?

      The Bible sometimes uses metaphorical language to communicate historical truth, as David does in Psalm 18.15 Some people have said that Genesis 1 is a kind of poetry or extended metaphor intended to communicate the truth that God created the world but not to present a historical account of how he did so. As evidence, the objector might point to the rhythmic parallelism of the text, as did Johann Herder (1744–1803).16

      However, the early chapters of Genesis present themselves as history, albeit history written with theological intent.17 We conclude this for the following reasons. First, the text reads like historical narrative as found in other parts of the Bible, not like poetry.18 For example, Hebrew poetry is characterized by parallelism of thought, where one line repeats the same thought in somewhat different words or states its antithesis.19 We see examples of parallelism in the lines of the psalm referenced above, such as:

      Then the earth shook and trembled; the foundations also of the hills moved. (v. 7)

      And he rode upon a cherub, and did fly: yea, he did fly upon the wings of the wind. (v. 10)

      We do not find such linear parallelism in Genesis 1. Instead, the text is written with a string of sentences in the grammatical form commonly used in Hebrew to describe a series of events in historical narrative.20 This form stands behind the English translation of phrases such as “And God said,” “And God saw,” “And God called,” and “And God made.”21

      When we peruse the first four chapters of Genesis, we find that they naturally read as historical narrative. As we continue to read through Genesis, we find that the early chapters are part of a larger narrative. In Genesis 13:10, we find a reference to the garden of Eden as a place, one just as real as the land of Egypt.22 This is an account of real history. As Francis Schaeffer (1912–1984) noted, the Bible presents the “concept of creation as a fact of space-time history” on the same level as other “points of history” that it records.23

      Second, the Bible links creation to later history through genealogies. Though American culture does not place a very high value on genealogies, other cultures treasure them as important links between the present and the past. We cannot detach the first two chapters of Genesis from the rest of it and treat them as nonhistorical myths or allegories without damaging the structure of Genesis and its integrity as a historical document. In Genesis 5, we read a genealogy tracing Adam’s descendants to Noah’s sons. Later genealogies continue to follow the family line to Abram (chap. 11) and the grandchildren of Jacob (chap. 46). The book of Chronicles picks up the genealogical family tree and carries it through the descendants of David beyond the exile (1 Chron. 1–3). Richard Pratt writes, “The Chronicler wrote to give his readers a true historical record of Israel’s past.”24 The New Testament traces the genealogy of Jesus Christ back to Adam (Luke 3:23–38).

      Therefore, the Bible presents the Genesis accounts of creation as real history, of one piece with the history of God’s redeeming acts in Jesus Christ. This means that we must not dismiss them as legends, for they are part of the Word of God. Geerhardus Vos wrote, “The creation narrative is interwoven like a link in the chain of God’s saving acts. God does not make a chain of solid gold, in which the first link is a floral wreath.”25

      Third, as we noted earlier, Christ treated Genesis as true history. Our ultimate authority as Christians is the Lord Jesus Christ. What do we find when we examine how Christ viewed the history of the Old Testament? John Wenham (1913–1996) wrote, “He consistently treats the historical narratives as straight-forward records of fact.”26 Christ spoke specifically of Adam: “But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’ ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh” (Mark 10:6–8 ESV). Here Christ referred to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24, and he located the events described in those texts as “from the beginning of creation.” We also note that Christ held together Genesis 1 and 2 as complementary accounts, not contradictory ones. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that God’s Son viewed the first two chapters of Genesis as a historical account of God’s creation of the world and mankind.

      We also see that Jesus Christ affirmed the historicity of the early chapters of Genesis in Luke 11:50–51: “That the blood of all the prophets, which was shed from the foundation of the world, may be required of this generation; from the blood of Abel unto the blood of Zacharias, which perished between the altar and the temple: verily I say unto you, It shall be required of this generation.” Here again Christ referred to the earliest days of creation: “from the foundation of the world.” And he spoke of the first martyr, Abel, the son of Adam (Genesis 4). Clearly Christ treated the accounts of Genesis as real history. If Christ Jesus, God’s Son, our Lord, believed in the historical creation of the world and the first human beings as described in the early chapters of Genesis, then so should we.

      Did God Create ex Nihilo?

      The major theological question about creation concerns whether God made the universe out of material that already existed and thus was not created by him, or whether the things he made came from no existing material, but he created their entire substance by his word. Did the universe have an absolute beginning at some point of time or is the “material” underlying its present form eternal?

      A major competitor in the ancient world to the biblical view of origins was Platonism.27 Plato wrote in his book Timaeus that a divine craftsman (dēmiourgos) shaped and ordered preexisting matter according to eternal ideas to produce the world. Platonic ideas of creation influenced some early Christian writers, such as Justin Martyr (c. AD 100–165), who erroneously thought that Plato had borrowed his teaching from the books of Moses.28

      In contrast to Greek Platonic teaching, various Hebrew traditions, reflecting a biblical worldview, asserted that God did not merely shape materials that were already available, but made all things when they did not yet exist.29 In one ancient Jewish writing, a mother addressed her soon-to-be-martyred son: “I beseech thee, my son, look upon the heaven and the earth, and all that is therein, and consider that God made them of things that were not” (2 Macc. 7:28). The phrase “of things that were not” (Greek ouk ex ontōn) was rendered by the Latin ex nihilo in the Vulgate. Christian theologians often speak of creation ex nihilo to summarize the teaching of Genesis and other parts of the Bible. Irenaeus (fl. 180) and Tertullian (fl. 200) taught it, Augustine asserted it, the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) affirmed it, and the Reformed confessional tradition perpetuated it.30 Herman Bavinck said, “The Christian church unitedly held fast to the confession: ‘I believe in God the Father, Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth.’ And by creation it meant that act of God through which, by his sovereign will, he brought the entire world out of nonbeing into a being that is distinct from his own being.”31

      The doctrine of creation ex nihilo asserts that all things owe their entire being to the creative word of God. Stephen Charnock wrote, “When we say the world was made of nothing, we mean that there was no matter existent for God to work upon, but what he raised himself in the first act of creation.”32 Apart from God himself, nothing exists that was not made by God’s powerful will, neither the most basic components of physical matter and energy, nor the spirits of men and angels, nor their relationships in time and space.

      The doctrine of creation out of nothing has been attacked by some theologians and philosophers on the grounds that it is a philosophical accretion to Christianity not taught by the Bible.33 Gerhard May (1940–2007) argued that the doctrine “was not demanded by the text of the Bible,” but arose as early Christian apologists engaged philosophically with Greek thought and sought to defend their notion of the omnipotence and freedom of God.34

      Though there is no Scripture passage that explicitly states creation ex nihilo, the doctrine is well established on several biblical grounds.

      First, Genesis 1:1 begins the creation account with the statement “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” Here, heaven and earth act as a merism, or figure of speech, for all that exists. Therefore, God created all that is. When Genesis proceeds to tell how God illuminated and shaped various aspects of the dark and watery earth, it is saying that he was working with the material he had just created. Bavinck wrote, “At no time or place is there even the slightest reference to an eternal formless matter. God alone is the Eternal and Imperishable One. He alone towers above processes of becoming and change.”35

      Some scholars object that Genesis 1:1–3 should be translated, “In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth—and the earth was without form or shape, with darkness over the abyss and a mighty wind sweeping over the waters—then God said: Let there be light, and there was light” (NAB, revised edition). The NAB notes that verse 2 presents “the pre-creation state symbolized by the chaos out of which God brings order.”36 This is essentially a modern form of the Platonic creation story.37 However, while this reading is grammatically possible,38 it makes for very awkward syntax, especially in a chapter marked by short, crisp statements.39 The most natural reading of the text is that the “earth” in verse 2 is the same “earth” said to be created by God in verse 1.40 John Currid notes that the traditional rendering “is found in every ancient translation without exception.”41 Consequently, we should understand the text to teach that God created the universe ex nihilo, with the result that the earth was initially created to be a dark mass covered in water, which God then used as the raw materials to form all earthly things.42

      Second, the Bible denies the preexistence of matter by asserting that God made all things. Genesis 1 teaches a comprehensive and universal work of creation. It includes every kind of creature that exists, excluding none, in the category of what God made.43 Genesis is utterly silent regarding any prime matter from which God formed the universe. However, many Scripture passages state that God created “all things.”44 Psalm 146:6, which Paul quoted in Acts 14:15, states that the extent of “all things” consists of everything in every realm of the universe: “heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them” (ESV). Since creation implies a beginning,45 all things have a beginning and originated from God’s mighty work, and he did not make anything from something that existed prior to that.

      Third, Hebrews 11:3 denies that God made the universe out of anything visible: “By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible” (ESV).46 The phrase “by the word of God” plainly alludes to the creation account in Genesis. The words “not made out of things that are visible” tap into the theme of Hebrews 11 that faith appropriates realities that we cannot see (vv. 1, 7–8, 13, 27). William Lane (1931–1999) commented, “It denies that the creative universe originated from primal material or anything observable” in a manner that “would seem to exclude any influence from Platonic . . . cosmology.”47 The point is not that God made the universe out of invisible matter, but that God did not make the world out of any matter, and so we must not base our view of the world’s origin upon empirical observation and reasoning, but receive the doctrine of creation “through faith.” F. F. Bruce (1910–1990) paraphrased Hebrews 11:3 as saying, “The visible universe . . . was not made out of equally visible raw material; it was called into being by divine power.” He went on to say, “The writer to the Hebrews . . . affirms the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, a doctrine uncongenial to Greek thought.”48

      Fourth, Colossians 1:16 states that by Christ “were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible.” There is no person, material, or substance, not even something undetectable by our senses, that was not created by God. What then could have existed already “in the beginning” from which God could have formed the world and its inhabitants? Nothing existed except God. God did not make the world out of his own substance, for he is immutable and cannot change (Ps. 102:25–27; Mal. 3:6). His essence is of an entirely different nature from anything he created (Isa. 40:18, 25; Acts 17:29; Gal. 4:8).49 Therefore, God made the universe out of nothing.

      Fifth, Romans 4:17 affirms that God “calls into existence the things that do not exist” (ESV). At the very least, this verse attributes to God the power to create ex nihilo. Leon Morris (1914–2006) said, “Paul is speaking of God as creating something out of nothing by his call.”50 The context refers to Abraham’s faith that God would give a son to him and his wife despite their old age and barrenness (Genesis 17). However, Paul could very well be connecting Abraham’s faith to creation. God’s promises to Abraham of fruitfulness, multiplied offspring, and fatherhood over nations (see Gen. 17:4–6, the text Paul cites in Rom. 4:17) allude to God’s blessing on the first man and woman in Genesis 1.51 The first creation had fallen under death by Adam’s sin (Rom. 5:12), but Abraham trusted in “God, who quickeneth the dead” (4:17), to renew creation. Therefore, Paul discussed Abraham’s faith in a manner that both affirmed God’s ability to create out of nothing and may have implicitly linked that faith to creation and new creation.

      Sixth, the doctrine of creation ex nihilo is essential to a biblical view of God. If the universe consists of material not created by God, then we are faced with three possibilities: the universe is an eternal entity independent of and alongside God; the universe is God; or there is no God. Consequently, the biblical view of God as the sovereign Lord over all would collapse,52 and in its place would arise one of the alternative views discussed in the previous chapter: polytheism, pantheism, panentheism, or materialism.53 None of these views is compatible with the Bible. Attempts to mingle them with Christianity end up with a substantially different view of God. The biblical view of God requires creation out of nothing. Bavinck said, “The teaching of creation out of nothing maintains that there is a distinction in essence between God and the world.”54 This distinction is definitive for a proper view of God’s relation to the world. If God did not make everything, how would he have the power to rule over all things to do all his will? Why would God have authority over all things if they had their existence apart from him? Isaiah’s polemic against the false gods of the nations rests upon the assertion that the Lord alone is “the first” and “the last,” and that he is the Lord “from the beginning” because he created all things.55

      The doctrine of God’s creation of the universe out of nothing establishes the complete dependence of the world upon God (Col. 1:16–17; Heb. 1:2–3). Robert Letham writes, “Everything that exists was brought into being by God; this was a free act of God’s will, not an emanation from his being, and there was no preexisting material. Consequently, all that is not God is contingent, dependent on him for its existence and continuation.”56

      Therefore, we conclude that the doctrine of creation ex nihilo is derived from biblical statements and is necessary for a biblical view of God and his relation to the world.

      God’s creation of the universe out of nothing greatly magnifies his power and asserts his absolute sovereignty over the world. Charnock said, “Greater power cannot be imagined than that which brings something out of nothing.”57 Therefore, God’s creation of the world out of nothing should fill us with awe, reverence, and fear. Psalm 33:6 reminds us that God made the heavens by his word. Verses 8 and 9 then say, “Let all the earth fear the Lord: let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him. For he spake, and it was done; he commanded, and it stood fast.” When we watch builders construct a large and beautiful building with their power tools, equipment, and stacks of building materials, we feel a certain admiration for what they accomplish. How much more should we admire, adore, and worship the God who made the heavens, the earth, and all that is in them, and that with no tools or materials, but simply by commanding them into existence!

      This doctrine should also humble us. Thomas Watson said, “Our beginning was of nothing. Some brag of their birth and ancestry; but how little cause have they to boast who came from nothing.”58 What do we have that we did not receive? And if we received it all from God, then why do we boast? Let us boast only in the Lord, who made heaven and earth.

      Sing to the Lord

      Let All Creation Praise Its Creator

      Praise the Lord in heav’nly places,

      Ye His hosts and angels bright;

      Sun and moon declare His glory,

      Praise Him, all ye stars of light.

      Let the sky and clouds forever

      Praise His glorious majesty;

      At His word they were created,

      Ordered by His firm decree.

      In the earth let all things praise Him,

      Seas and all that they contain,

      Stormy winds that do His pleasure,

      Hail and lightning, snow and rain.

      Hills and mountains, praise your Maker,

      Praise Him, all ye flocks and herds,

      Woods and fields and fruitful vineyards,

      Creeping things and flying birds.

      Kings and princes bow before Him,

      Earthly judges, give Him praise,

      All ye people, tell His glory,

      Old and young, your voices raise.

      Psalm 148

      Tune: Lydia

      The Psalter, No. 405

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What does it mean to call Genesis 1 a “myth”? Why is that not a wise way for a Christian to approach the Scriptures?

      2. How do the authors refute the idea that the Bible teaches that the sky is a solid dome holding up a sea of waters?

      3. What are three reasons why we should view the early chapters of Genesis as historical narrative, not a poetic metaphor?

      4. What is the doctrine of creation ex nihilo?

      5. What reasons may be gathered from Genesis 1 to support the doctrine of creation ex nihilo?

      6. How do the following texts support the doctrine of creation ex nihilo: (1) Hebrews 11:3, (2) Colossians 1:16, and (3) Romans 4:17?

      7. Why is the doctrine of creation ex nihilo crucial for the biblical doctrine of God?

      8. What practical implications does the doctrine of creation ex nihilo have for our right to boast in ourselves and our ability to trust in the Lord?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      9. You tell a friend that the early chapters of Genesis must be true history because Christ treated them as such. Your friend says, “Maybe Jesus made a mistake about Genesis. After all, to err is human.” How do you respond?

      10. Someone objects to the doctrine of creation ex nihilo by saying that it is nonsense. “Both science and everyday experience teach us,” he says, “that nothing comes from nothing.” How do you respond? Base your answer on the Holy Scriptures.
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      The Creation of the World, Part 3

      Exegetical Questions

      One principle that unites evangelical and Reformed Christians is that they believe that all of Scripture is God’s Word. However, even among those who agree that Genesis 1 is part of the Word of God, there is disagreement about its interpretation. How are we to understand the six days of creation? This matter of interpretation was raised before modern science, but has become especially pressing given the dominant scientific model that the universe is billions of years in age. We will survey the main categories of interpretation, though we recognize that there are nuances and variations in each category.1

      Whereas the denial of creation ex nihilo has fatal effects on our doctrine of God,2 variant interpretations of the days of Genesis are held by Christians who have an orthodox view of God and salvation. Nevertheless, this is a matter of right interpretation and faithfulness to the Word of God. It has important implications for our faith, and so we must consider it carefully.

      It is crucial that our interpretation of the Bible be controlled by the Bible itself, not by outside considerations such as scientific theories. John Feinberg says, “We should not ignore the data of disciplines such as science, but as evangelicals we must determine our views insofar as possible on the basis of biblical teaching.”3 This is because the Bible is God’s Word. This chapter focuses on the exegetical question of how to interpret the days of Genesis 1.

      Augustine: Instantaneous Creation, Allegorical Days, Young Earth

      Augustine taught instantaneous creation with allegorical days. In other words, God created all things in a moment. The idea of instantaneous creation arose from Sirach or Ecclesiasticus 18:1: “The One who lives forever created all things together.”4 The Latin Vulgate has simul or “at the same time” for “together,” but the Greek reads koinē or “in common.” The Latin translation led to the assumption that creation took place in an instant. In Augustine’s view, the sequence of days in Genesis 1 reflects a process of revelation by which God unveiled his work, so the chapter should be read as a theological allegory or symbolic story. The angels, Augustine said, “are that light which was called ‘Day,’ and whose unity Scripture signalizes by calling that day not the ‘first day,’ but ‘one day.’ For the second day, the third, and the rest are not other days; but the same ‘one’ day is repeated to complete the number six or seven, and the six days are one day repeated for the sake of numerical completeness.”5

      We note, however, that Augustine did not believe that the universe was created millions or billions of years ago, but that, according to the Scriptures, it was about six thousand years old.6 In other words, Augustine regarded Genesis 1 as a spiritual allegory for creation in a moment, but otherwise derived his chronology from the biblical history and genealogies of the following chapters. He did not believe that Genesis 1 spanned long ages of time or that creation could be located eons ago. Therefore, Augustine cannot be appealed to as a forerunner of various old-earth creation views, such as the gap, day-age, or framework views.

      This first interpretative approach to the days of Genesis founders on two errors. It builds doctrine upon a proof text from the Apocrypha, which is not part of the written Word of God. The “Wisdom” of Joshua ben Sirach is not part of the Hebrew Bible or the Greek New Testament. Therefore, it does not have divine authority to establish doctrine. Furthermore, as noted above, the Greek text of Sirach tends to a different meaning from the Latin translation used by Augustine.

      This approach also treats a biblical text that is written as historical narrative as if it were an allegory. One of the fundamental errors of the medieval church was ascribing multiple meanings to a biblical text, whereas the Reformers restored the literal sense of Scripture to the church. Martin Luther (1483–1546) was aware of Augustine’s view, but bluntly said,

      Therefore, as the proverb has it, he [Moses] calls “a spade a spade,” i.e., he employs the terms “day” and “evening” without allegory, just as we customarily do. . . . Moses spoke in the literal sense, not allegorically or figuratively, i.e., that the world, with all its creatures, was created within six days, as the words read. If we do not comprehend the reason for this, let us remain pupils and leave the job of teacher to the Holy Spirit.7

      The Gap View: Long Ages in Genesis 1:1–2

      Some Christians propose a gap between the first two verses of Genesis.8 Thomas Chalmers (1780–1847) promoted this viewpoint as early as 1804 among Reformed Christians, arguing that the Bible tells us the age of the human race but not the age of the earth, for there could be “an interval of many ages betwixt the first act of creation, described in the first verse of the book of Genesis . . . and those more detailed operations the account of which commences at the second verse.”9 This is sometimes called the “ruin-reconstruction view” because the condition of the earth as “without form, and void” is said to be the result of a massive catastrophe after the initial creation. The gap allows for long geological ages, while the catastrophe allows for the fossil record. The Scofield Reference Bible popularized this doctrine in the early twentieth century by comparing the language of Genesis 1:2 to that used by the prophets for divine judgment (Isa. 24:1; 45:18; Jer. 4:23) and speculating that the judgment was connected to the “fall of angels.”10 This view continues to have advocates among evangelical Christians.11

      The gap view suffers from a lack of biblical evidence. There is nothing in Genesis 1:2 that indicates an unspoken interval of billions of years, the fall of angels, or a catastrophic judgment. Herman Bavinck pointed out, “There is nothing in this verse that supports this position. The text does not say that the earth became waste and void, but that it was so.”12 The use of the terminology “without form, and void” in prophetic oracles of judgment does not allow us to read judgment back into Genesis 1 when it is not present in that context,13 but indicates that God’s judgments are acts of uncreation in which he partially reverses his creative blessing, thereby demonstrating that he is the Lord. There is nothing in the entire Bible about the worldwide catastrophe proposed in the gap view.14 That makes this doctrine highly unlikely, and certainly not one to be taught with authority.

      Further, the gap view is inconsistent with biblical teaching on creation. The tone of Genesis 1 runs entirely contrary to any idea of strife or judgment, but emphasizes the sovereign ease with which God acted in making the world in perfect harmony with his will. It is difficult to see how a world already marred by Satan’s rebellion could be viewed as “very good” by God (v. 31). The entire work of creation took place in six days. Exodus 20:11 states, “For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that in them is, and rested the seventh day.” That does not seem to allow us to separate the creation of heaven and earth (Gen. 1:1) from the six days.15

      The ages postulated before man’s existence also seem contrary to our Lord’s assertions that God created man “from the beginning of creation” (Mark 10:6) and that the blood of martyrs such as Abel was shed “from the foundation of the world” (Luke 11:50; cf. Heb. 4:3; 9:26). Such statements locate the creation of man in close proximity to the creation of the heavens and the earth (cf. Ps. 102:25; Isa. 48:13; Heb. 1:10).

      The Day-Age View: Six Days as a Sequence of Six Long Ages

      Another attempt to interpret Genesis 1 in a manner consistent with an old earth involves reading the six days as representative of ages. Thus, the creation account is taken to present a series of divine acts spread across long periods of time. This approach attempts to preserve the truth of Genesis 1 and the order of the days, but interprets them in a manner consistent with the prevailing scientific view of the age of the universe.

      Benjamin Silliman (1779–1864), lecturer on the physical sciences at Yale, proposed in 1829 a perspective that “differs from the common understanding of the Mosaic account of creation . . . not in the order of the events, but in the amount of time, which they are supposed to have occupied before the creation of man.”16 Hugh Miller (1802–1856), a geologist and believer in the inerrancy of the Bible, found himself dissatisfied with the gap view advocated by Chalmers, but accepted Chalmers’s belief that “the days of the Mosaic creation may be regarded . . . as successive periods of great extent.”17 The day-age view may be wedded to theistic evolution or to progressive creationism. The latter is the idea that God acted supernaturally to create new kinds of creatures at points in a very long geological time span.18 Two recent advocates for the day-age view are Hugh Ross and Gleason Archer (1916–2004).19

      Some of the evidence presented for the day-age view consists of arguments against reading the six days as literal calendar days. Proponents of this view argue that theirs is a natural reading, for days sometimes represent ages in the Bible. Psalm 90:4 says, “For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, and as a watch in the night.” Peter wrote, “One day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day” (2 Pet. 3:8). The day-age interpretation is said to have been common among the theologians of the early church, such as Irenaeus.20

      The day-age doctrine represents a sincere attempt to embrace both science and the biblical witness to creation. However, we believe that it imposes upon the text of Genesis 1 an unnatural and unnecessary interpretation. Scripture passages that identify a day as an age are not interpretations of Genesis but are making other points, such as God’s eternity (Ps. 90:2–4) or his patience (2 Pet. 3:8–9). We have no basis in Scripture to import this metaphorical use of “day” into the Genesis account.

      The day-age view was not the predominant view of the early church, claims to the contrary notwithstanding.21 Although some early theologians such as Origen (185–c. 254) and Augustine allegorized Genesis 1, they did not interpret it in a day-age fashion, but believed the world was only several thousand years old.22 Irenaeus did not teach the day-age view, but instead taught that there would be six ages of history that corresponded to the six literal days of creation—a view also held by others.23

      The day-age view sets a dangerous precedent for hermeneutics or biblical interpretation, because it encourages us to use “a science-driven approach to the text.”24 For example, though the Bible indicates that God created light on the first day and the stars on the fourth day, Ross and Archer state that God made light and stars at the very beginning, and the events of days one and four refer to God making the atmosphere increasingly clear so that light reached the earth and the stars became distinctly visible.25 This is a plain example of reading scientific theory into the Bible. Such modern theories would have been foreign to the original readers of Scripture, but the text was written to communicate with them.26 Though we believe that scientific reality agrees with the Word of the Creator, we must not let the current theory control our exegesis or we will ultimately surrender the authority and clarity of God’s Word.

      The Framework View: Six Days as Structured Metaphor

      The framework hypothesis affirms that Genesis 1 is the true Word of God, but claims that it is not historical narrative or a presentation of events in chronological sequence, but theological proclamation instead.27 Whereas the gap and day-age approaches preserve the historical order of the Genesis days, this interpretation of the days sees them as following a topical arrangement. It is called the “framework” approach because it argues that the text is a literary framework designed to communicate theological truth through an extended metaphor or parable. The framework hypothesis was articulated at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1892 by John D. Davis (1854–1926).28 It was popularized by Arie Noordtzij (1871–1944), Nicholas H. Ridderbos (1910–1981), and Meredith Kline (1922–2007).29 It has rapidly grown in popularity among Reformed and evangelical Christians in the last few decades.

      As with the day-age view, much of the support for the framework view rests upon arguments that the days of Genesis 1 cannot be literal calendar days. Advocates for the framework view also argue that we should not take the text as a literal sequence of historical days because Genesis depicts creation topically in a parallel framework:
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      Though there are two sets of days, each set refers to the same creative acts when God formed each kingdom and filled it with its inhabitants. Genesis presents them in a pattern of six and seven for literary purposes. The seventh day of God’s rest is depicted by analogy to human rest, and so the first six days are also anthropomorphic analogies to God’s creative acts.30

      We respond to these arguments as follows. Structured narrative in the Bible does not prove that a text is not a historical account. Consider the highly structured accounts of the ten plagues on Egypt (Exodus 7–12) or the six sets of seven in the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Matt. 1:1–17). Are these also nonhistorical and nonsequential? Feinberg rightly cautions, “Once you treat a piece whose literary genre seems to involve history as though it does not, that also raises serious questions about other texts that appear to be history of some sort.”31

      Genesis 1 presents us with a unique historical situation—the time before the rebellion of sinners and God’s curse upon the earth. It is not surprising that we find a beautiful harmony and order to the works of creation. Jean-Marc Berthoud writes, “What difficulty would it be for [the Author of the universe] to cause the most complex, refined literary form to coincide with the very way in which he himself created all things in six days? Artistic form is in no sense opposed to the actual relation of facts, especially since the Author of the account is none less than the actual Creator of the facts.”32

      Furthermore, the proposed parallel between the first three days and the next three is not exact. God set the celestial objects “in the firmament of the heaven” on day four (Gen. 1:14), but that place is not mentioned on day one for it was created on the second day. Day five is supposed to run parallel to day two, but the birds created on the fifth day “multiply in the earth” (1:22), which God made on the third day.33 Rather than collapsing days one and four, two and five, and three and six together into three nonchronological theological topics, it makes much more sense to read Genesis 1 as a chronological sequence of days in which each act of creation prepares for what follows it.34 For example, God created the earth (day one), and later dry land and plants (day three), and later birds that would build nests on the dry land and eat the plants (day five). If adherents to the framework view reply that we must dispense with all notions of chronology in Genesis 1, then they must surrender basic truths such as the creation of man after plants and animals, which they seem hesitant to do.35

      As to the seventh day, while it is true that the text depicts God resting in an anthropomorphic manner (perhaps to highlight our responsibility to imitate him by keeping the Sabbath), it is an interpretive leap to conclude that the sequence of days is itself an anthropomorphism. Does the presence of anthropomorphism or metaphor in other narratives imply that they are also nonhistorical? What, then, about Genesis 2:7? The rest of Genesis? The rest of the Bible? Again, we find that interpreting Genesis 1 as something other than historical narrative introduces a dangerous hermeneutic. Contrary to such an approach, we agree with Edward Young: “From the presence of ‘anthropomorphic’ words or expressions in Genesis one, it does not follow that the mention of the days is anthropomorphic nor does it follow that the days are to be understood in a topical or non-chronological order rather than chronologically.”36

      In reality, the seventh day provides a powerful argument against the framework view, for the seventh day is the ground of the weekly pattern in which man works six days and then spends the seventh in holy rest. Young said, “The whole structure of the week is rooted and grounded in the fact that God worked for six consecutive days and rested a seventh.”37 However, under the framework interpretation, God did not work for a series of six days and then rest on the seventh. The entire sequence upon which the fourth commandment stands dissolves.

      The Calendar Day View: Six Literal Days in Chronological Sequence

      The prima facie reading of Genesis 1—that is, the interpretation that arises most immediately from a first reading of the text—is a historical sequence of six actual days. The repetition of the phrase “the evening and the morning” with each of the six days suggests an ordinary cycle of night and day. As Robert Reymond (1932–2013) said, given that the “overwhelming preponderance” of this terminology in Scripture refers to “the ordinary daily cycle,” that understanding “should be maintained unless contextual considerations force one to another view.”38 The calendar day view also finds support in the literal reading of Genesis 1:5, “And the evening and the morning were one day.”39 As far back as the fourth century, Basil the Great (c. 329–379) commented that the intent may have been to define the measure of “the space of one day” in this context as “twenty-four hours.”40 The use of the numerical sequence of days to ground the Sabbath commandment also depends on taking the text at its face value and confirms that Moses regarded the period of creation as a literal week (Ex. 20:11; 31:17).

      Christians who interpret Genesis 1 as six calendar days often see this interpretation as self-evident from the text itself and may find it puzzling that any Christian would question it. However, Christians who hold to views such as the day-age or framework approaches argue that we cannot accept this literal interpretation for the following reasons:

      1. God is said to have created light on the first day, but the sun on the fourth. It is not reasonable to consider the first three days to be literal days without a sun or to think that God would make one source of light and then replace it with another.41

      2. Too many events take place on the sixth day (Gen. 1:24–31) to fit into a twenty-four-hour day, including the creation of animals, the creation of man, man’s naming of the animals, the creation of woman, and man’s speech about her (cf. Genesis 2).42

      3. The seventh day has no reference to evening and morning, and therefore is an age or “eternal day” that continues to the present time (Gen. 2:1–3; cf. Heb. 4:3–11).43

      4. Genesis 2:4 says God created all things in a day: “In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.” Therefore, the days are not literal.44

      5.   Genesis 2:5–6 shows that God did not sustain his world by supernatural acts during the creation process, but by ordinary, natural providence, and so did not create plants before the sun, dry the earth in a single day after separating it from the waters, and so on.45

      Therefore, some Christians have concluded that, without denying the truth of the Holy Scriptures, the text of Genesis itself drives us to read the six days as six ages, as a literary framework, or as some other kind of metaphor.

      However, we believe that, despite these objections, the text of Genesis is still best interpreted as a historical narrative about a sequence of six calendar days followed by the seventh. In reply to the arguments above, we state that:

      1. The absence of the sun prior to the fourth day does not hinder a cycle of day and night; all that is needed is a light source from a particular direction (created on the first day) and the rotation of the earth. The text bases these events on the supernatural power of the Creator to create and rule at his mere word, not the natural order we observe in the world today. John Calvin anticipated this objection when he wrote, “The Lord, by the very order of creation, bears witness that he holds in his hand the light, which he is able to impart to us without the sun and moon.”46 God operated without the sun for days one, two, and three to show he did not need it or any earthly means to provide for his creation.47 Therefore, we do not depend ultimately on any created thing, much less worship it, but give our trust and worship to God alone.

      2. The objection against the sixth day containing all the events of Genesis 2 is based on speculative assumptions about the detail and duration of Adam’s naming of the animals. We simply do not know how specific the naming was or how long it took. We should not, therefore, take Genesis 2:19–20 as a contradiction of the literal reading of Genesis 1. The point of the text, rather, is to demonstrate Adam’s authority over the animals and his need for a helper suitable for him.

      3. Genesis 2:1–3 does not state or imply that the seventh day continues to the present. Since it is the last day in the creation week, we would not expect it to bear the same features of the first six days. To appeal to the lack of a reference to “the evening and the morning” is an argument from silence, and such arguments are notoriously inconclusive. If the seventh day were perpetual, it would make nonsense of the command to keep one day out of seven as the Sabbath, as God did (Ex. 20:11). We would be keeping the Sabbath perpetually. Hebrews 4:3–11 deals with the Sabbath rest from the perspective of typology, just as that epistle treats Aaron, Melchizedek, the sacrifices, and the land of Canaan as types of Christ and his kingdom. It is not saying that the seventh day is the eternal rest, but that the Sabbath foreshadows the heavenly rest that we obtain by faith in Christ.

      4. The expression “in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens” (Gen. 2:4) uses a Hebrew idiom that means “when, at the time.”48 It may be translated, “When the Lord God made . . .” The syntax of the six creation days is significantly different, being a numbered sequence of days in a narrative. A similar sequence appears in Numbers 7:12–83, which speaks of a series of offerings on the “first day,” “second day,” “third day,” and so on through the twelfth day. Like Genesis 1, Numbers 7 is highly repetitive, but is clearly intended to communicate a historical sequence of literal days.

      5. The argument from Genesis 2:5–6 is puzzling, for it attempts to deduce a universal principle from a specific situation. The text prepares the reader for the narrative that follows, in which God assigns man the vocation of keeping and guarding the garden.49 Why should we read these verses as a hidden clue that chapter 1 is not literal history? Even if Genesis 2:5 describes an ordinary providential work (and some aspects of the text are difficult to interpret),50 how does it prove God did not act supernaturally in other situations to preserve his creation in the first week?51 Both Genesis 1 and 2 ascribe an overwhelmingly supernatural character to God’s works during this time. When God’s world was not fully formed and finished, we might expect it not to function as the stable system it became and presently is under God’s ordinary providence, but to need the continual supernatural nurturing of the Holy Spirit (1:2).

      In the end, we find the plain and simple reading of Genesis 1 as a historical narrative to be the most compelling. When the Reformers called the church back to the Word of God, they taught God’s people to follow the literal sense of the history recorded in Genesis, not an allegorical reading of it.52 Calvin said of chapter 1, “Moses wanted to indicate that one entire day was made up of two parts: from evening till morning, and from morning till the following evening”—that is, “the day and the night,” or “twenty-four hours.”53

      The sophisticated arguments used to deny this are, in a sense, self-defeating, for if the days were not literal, how would Genesis 1 have communicated clearly to its ancient Hebrew audience? Could they have accused Moses of writing in a deceitful manner if the actual meaning of the text is hidden in subtle clues or assumptions about light, the sun, and other aspects of the text? Conversely, we must ask how many people would interpret Genesis 1 in any other way than a literal series of days if they were not influenced by other factors, whether it be apocryphal writings (as was Augustine) or scientific theories (as are modern theologians).

      We have noted that our stance on the six days of Genesis 1 has significant implications for how we interpret the whole Bible and for the authority of the Scriptures relative to the sciences. We must state again, however, that we should not view Christians with different views of the creation days as heretics. Though the doctrine of creation is essential for orthodox Christianity, this aspect of the doctrine is not.54 Therefore, let us debate it earnestly but not condemn one another over it. We are not calling for a theological truce to “live and let live.” Rather, we are calling for brothers to speak the truth in love so that we may all grow up into the Head, the Lord Jesus Christ, by whom all things were made.

      Sing to the Lord

      The Beauty of God’s Creation

      Each little flow’r that opens,

      Each little bird that sings,

      God made their glowing colors,

      He made their tiny wings.

      Refrain:

      Yes, all things bright and beautiful,

      All creatures great and small,

      And all things wise and wonderful,

      The Lord God made them all.

      The purple-headed mountain,

      The river running by,

      The sunset and the morning

      That brightens up the sky.

      He gave us eyes to see them,

      And lips that we might tell

      How great is God Almighty,

      Who doeth all things well.

      Cecil Frances Alexander

      Tune: All Things Bright and Beautiful

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 636

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What view of the six days in Genesis 1 did Augustine hold?

      2. How do the authors argue against Augustine’s view?

      3. What is the “gap” or “ruin-reconstruction” view of Genesis 1?

      4. What arguments do the authors present against the gap theory?

      5. What is the “day-age” view of Genesis 1?

      6. What claim do advocates of the day-age view make about historical views of creation in the church? Is this claim true or false?

      7. How does the day-age view exemplify “a science-driven approach to the text” of Scripture?

      8. What is the “framework” interpretation of Genesis 1?

      9. For what reasons do the authors disagree with the framework interpretation?

      10. What is the “calendar day” interpretation of Genesis 1? What is its greatest strength?

      11. How are the following points or texts used as objections to the calendar day interpretation? How do the authors answer each objection?

      
        	the creation of the sun on the fourth day

        	the several events of the sixth day

        	the seventh day

        	Genesis 2:4

        	Genesis 2:5–6

      

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      12. The authors indicate that one reason they find the calendar day interpretation most compelling is that it is “the plain and simple reading of Genesis 1.” What do they mean? Do you agree? Why or why not?

      13. How is it that faithful Christians, including such theologians as Augustine, John Calvin, Thomas Chalmers, and Meredith Kline, can disagree about how to read Genesis 1? What lessons can we learn from this disagreement among believers in God’s Word?
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      The Creation of the World, Part 4

      Scientific Questions

      When it comes to relating the Bible to science, we can fall into two fundamental errors. One ditch into which we can fall is treating the Bible as if it were a science textbook. Herman Bavinck quoted Augustine as saying, “We do not read in the Gospel that the Lord said: ‘I will send you a Paraclete who will teach you about the course of the sun and the moon!’”1 The purpose of the Bible is not to teach astronomy, geology, or biology, but to make us wise unto salvation by faith in Christ and to turn us from sin to a life of righteousness (2 Tim. 3:15–16).

      The other ditch is the error of saying the Bible has no authority to speak to matters pertaining to science. If that were the case, then we would have no doctrine of creation from the Scriptures. Parts of the Bible asserting such a doctrine would have to be treated as something less than the Word of God. Bavinck said, “When Scripture, from its own perspective precisely as the book of religion, comes into contact with other sciences and also sheds its light on them, it does not all at once cease to be the Word of God but remains that Word.”2 Whatever the Bible says, including its teachings about history or the origin of the universe, is truth revealed by God.

      Though we assert the supreme authority of the Bible, we do not demean science, but value it highly as a noble, God-glorifying enterprise (1 Kings 4:30, 33; Prov. 25:2). Many eminent scientists have believed the Bible to be the Word of God.3 Christians should esteem science as part of our stewardship from God to subdue the earth and exercise dominion over its creatures (Gen. 1:28). At the same time, we are royal stewards, not supreme kings, so all our investigations and actions must be done in a spirit of submission to our God and Creator. With this mindset, we are prepared to consider questions about science and creation.

      Does Science Prove That the World Is Billions of Years Old?

      The age of the earth has been an apologetic issue for Christianity since ancient times. Aristotle (384–322 BC) argued that the world and its motions had no beginning, but were eternal.4 The Stoics believed that the universe ran through cycles in which it was formed out of fire according to the ordering principle of the immanent Logos, then passed through ages of history before being destroyed in fire and being formed again by the Logos.5 In schools of Greek philosophy like these, the world was seen as an ever-changing but eternal reality, in sharp contrast to the “in the beginning” of Genesis 1:1.

      Today, the doctrine of creation is often compared to scientific theories, which have largely taken the place of philosophical schools in offering explanations of reality. For many years, scientists viewed the universe as existing in a “steady state” forever. Since the mid-twentieth century, the most popular theory is that the universe erupted as a “big bang” from a point of inconceivable density and energy approximately fourteen billion years ago. The stars and planetary systems were formed out of matter and energy as the universe expanded and cooled, with our earth forming about four and a half billion years ago. A less popular alternative is the theory of a “big bounce,” in which the universe periodically contracts to a point and then rebounds again to expand and form stars and planets.6

      Those who believe that the world is billions of years old appeal to two major arguments: radioactive dating and the traversal of starlight across the vast regions of space. Radioactive dating (or radiometric dating) uses the rate of radioactive decay of some elements’ unstable isotopes to determine the age of the material in which the elements are found. The rate of decay is exponential and measured by a half-life, which is the time for half of the isotope to decay into another element. Scientists say that radioactive dating of meteorite rock has produced results of about four and a half billion years. As to starlight, astronomers estimate that our galaxy is so large that light takes a hundred thousand years to cross it, and that galaxies billions of light-years from earth have been observed. The argument, then, is that the universe must be billions of years old in order for light to travel those distances. This, we are told, is a plain fact that we must accept, or we are irrational.

      In reply, we note that science gives us not simple measurements of plain facts but interpretations of facts based on complex, humanly constructed theories that stand in tension with unexplained data. How certain are these theories? Even the big bang theory itself, though presently dominant in astrophysics, has many skeptics in the scientific community because it must hypothesize the existence of vast quantities of “dark matter” and “dark energy” in order for the theory to match observational data.7

      As to the specific matters of dating the universe, we would make four points.

      First, the Scriptures indicate that God created the world, at least in some respects, with the appearance of age.8 God made Adam and Eve not as infants, but as adults capable of marriage and mature responsibilities in the garden. The Lord created trees already grown and bearing fruit for people and animals to eat. Presumably, these trees were rooted in soil. Over the first six days, the Lord brought the world into being as a fully functional and integrated system. Under ordinary circumstances, people, trees, and ecological systems would have taken many years to form. But being formed instantly, creation looked older than it was.

      Could the creation of the universe in a mature state explain the apparent age reflected in geological and astronomical measurements? It might explain some phenomena, such as God creating the galaxies with immediately existing gravitational fields and light in the space around them.9 However, we need to be careful not to portray God as if he made a world that was deceptively old in its appearance, as would be the case if he created fossils where no plant or animal had ever been. Another phenomenon that is difficult to explain by the appearance of age is observable light from stellar events such as the explosion of a supernova.

      The valid point of this argument is that science cannot trace the age of a supernatural act, such as creation, by comparing it to present, natural processes. If a scientist analyzed the wine that Christ miraculously made from water (John 2:1–11), he probably would conclude that it came from the juice of grapes harvested at some past time, which then had fermented over some weeks or months—though Christ made it in an instant.

      Second, it is important to note that dating the world is not a matter of taking a simple measurement. There is no “clock” inside a rock. Radioactive dating involves theories about the relative amounts of elements present in rocks ages ago, the addition or removal of material over time, the intensity of radiation from outside the material, and so on. Similarly, there is no giant yardstick by which we can measure the distance to stars. The distance to stars relatively near the earth can be calculated with accurate observation and geometry, but the distance of more distant objects is estimated through indirect methods that rely on theories about astrophysics.

      Third, methods of dating the universe are based on assumptions that certain quantities are constant at all times and in all places. But how do we know that the rate of radioactive decay has remained constant throughout all ages? Scientists have made a systematic study of radioactivity for only about a century.10 What do we know for sure about interstellar space and the motion of light through it, given that the most distant space probe launched from earth (Voyager 1) is less than one hundredth of a light-year away? How do we know that the speed of light has never been higher than it is now? Some scientists have proposed that the speed of light is variable and was once several orders of magnitude greater than it is today.11 How do we know how light, space, and time have interacted in regions far beyond any place we have explored and in times long before we were born?

      Fourth, current astrophysics posits that space itself is expanding. The fabric of space-time is said to be expanding at such a rate that the observable universe has a radius of about 46 billion light years, though it is only about 14 billion years old. Therefore, how can we deduce the age of the universe from the speed of light? This may seem strange to us, but we are increasingly realizing that the laws and structure of the universe, even space and time, are an interconnected system. For example, time moves at different rates depending on one’s relative velocity, especially noticeable at speeds over a tenth of the speed of light. Intense gravity can also change the passage of time.12 

      In raising these questions, we do not intend to attack the scientific fields of geology and astronomy as if they were not valid human endeavors. Instead, we are calling for humility in scientific conclusions. Scientists also live with mysteries they cannot presently explain, such as the fact that light behaves like both waves (periodic fluctuations in electromagnetic fields) and particles (discrete photons). Much more should we approach the origins of the universe with humility. The Lord’s words to Job still challenge us today: “Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?” (Job 38:4). Science excels when it pertains to presently observable patterns. When it seeks to investigate events of the remote past, science must take into account reliable testimony from eyewitnesses. When we consider the creation of the world and some key events in history, we have the testimony of the true and faithful witness, God himself.

      If we are going to call scientists to humility, then we must practice humility ourselves as Christians and theologians. What does this mean for us? First, humility about a subject that we cannot directly observe requires us to lean wholeheartedly upon God’s Word, and not our own understanding. It is not humility to be skeptical or agnostic about matters on which God has spoken. Second, humility requires us not to confuse the inerrancy of the Bible with the inerrancy of our interpretations of it. We must be willing to reexamine our doctrines and test them by the Word of God. Finally, we need to be careful not to go beyond Scripture and create doctrines about how the universe began that are not taught by God’s Word. Creationists can indulge in speculative theories that are loosely based on the Bible, but dogmatism is not warranted in such matters. Theologians must remember that the Bible was written for ordinary people, and, though it is true in all it affirms, it does not speak in technical, scientific terminology.

      Is the Bible Compatible with Neo-Darwinian Evolution?

      The second scientific question pertinent to the doctrine of creation addresses the origin and development of life. Evolution, though proposed in scientific terms today, is deeply rooted in ancient non-Christian philosophy. People have sought for millennia to explain the universe and life within it by means of entirely natural processes. Centuries before Christ was born, Epicurean philosophers taught that we and everything around us today were formed by the random collisions of atoms over long periods of time.13

      This atheistic, naturalistic idea was given a scientific form by Charles Darwin, an English geologist and naturalist. Darwin published a book in 1859 with the title On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life.14 As the title suggests, Darwin proposed that the various kinds of biological life had developed by a process of natural selection whereby those living things whose characteristics best fit them to their particular environments survived and propagated themselves. The word selection is misleading, since the process took place not by intelligent direction but by the blind laws of nature. Species are, therefore, not immutable, but descended from other species that are generally now extinct.15

      Darwin’s theory was widely promoted by Thomas Henry Huxley (1825–1895), especially with respect to man’s descent from species of apes. Scientists in the early twentieth century synthesized the theory with newly discovered principles of genetics to form the neo-Darwinian theory of evolution, which postulated that genetic mutations introduced new characteristics that proved more advantageous to living organisms. We may distinguish between microevolution (small changes in a species or genus of organisms) and macroevolution (development of entirely new kinds of organisms). Few dispute microevolution; it is macroevolution that makes grand claims about the origin of man and all biological life.

      The theory of evolution proposes that all life developed by natural processes from the elements of the earth beginning three or four billion years ago.16 For many eons, life consisted of very simple, single-celled organisms, but these led to more complex plant life and the sudden appearance of many forms of animal life in what is called the Cambrian explosion (dated approximately 550 million to 500 million years ago). Such animals gradually advanced to the highly sophisticated organisms, including man, that are alive today.

      Some Christians have embraced what is known as theistic evolution, in which the basic tenets of evolution are accepted while the atheistic philosophy that generally accompanies it is replaced by belief in the providence of God or at least the initial creation of the world by God. Thus, while God guided evolution, he did so through laws of nature. C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) proposed that God used evolution to raise up advanced animals and then granted mind and spirit to some of them to make man.17 Thus, Adam was not a historical person as Genesis 2 depicts him. Other theistic evolutionists, such as Tim Keller, say that evolution is compatible with a literal view of Genesis 2 and the account of Adam and Eve, albeit with a nonliteral view of Genesis 1.18 However, other Christians have raised serious objections to theistic evolution on scientific, philosophical, and biblical grounds.19

      Rational and Empirical Problems with Evolution

      Evolution is subject to serious empirical and rational objections.20 The fossil record does not display a smooth transition of development from one kind of living being to another. The overwhelming pattern in fossils is the stability of distinct kinds of creatures.21 Darwin recognized this problem.22 Despite extensive investigation of the fossil record over the last century and a half, the lack of visible transitions has grown only more acute.23 Consequently, some evolutionary scientists, such as Niles Eldredge and Stephen Jay Gould (1941–2002), proposed a major revision to the theory called “punctuated equilibrium,” which states that macroevolution is not a gradual process, but takes place in a rapid and isolated manner, and thus leaves no fossil record.24 This dramatic reversal of the standard evolutionary theory makes it even less likely that random mutations could develop one kind of organism into another kind.

      Evolution is poorly supported by biological observations or models.

      
        	We have observed adaptation, and mankind has bred animals to produce different kinds of pets and livestock, but we have not observed macroevolution across major classifications of living things. Breeding dogs still produces dogs.

        	
Microbiology has uncovered a world of marvels in the smallest biological structures, tiny molecular machines with an irreducible complexity necessary to perform important functions in the life of the individual cell.25


        	The possibility of random forces assembling living organisms out of raw materials can be compared to the probability that a tornado touching down in a junkyard would assemble a fully functional Boeing 747 jet aircraft with its engines running.26


        	Each organism’s genetic code (DNA) houses enormous amounts of information. Random chemical reactions do not create information, but, instead, tend to break it down. New information, such as the writing of sentences in a language or a computer program in code, requires intelligence, not just energy.27


      

      A final rational objection to the theory of evolution pertains to its moral consequences. The Humanist Manifesto III states, “Humans are an integral part of nature, the results of unguided evolutionary change.” Yet it also states, “We are committed to treating each person as having inherent worth and dignity.”28 This is commendable, but we must ask, “Why?” If human beings are animals, then why not kill them if we find it useful? If some people are weaker and less productive than the rest of the population, why should we care for them with costly compassion? People who believe in evolution may think that we should conduct ourselves in an ethical and kind manner, but they have no rational basis to do so. Moral obligation implies a transcendent standard, and such a standard can come only from our Creator.

      Evolution and Biblical Truth

      While we acknowledge that it is possible for a person to believe in evolution and yet be a Christian, we argue that evolution is inconsistent with the Holy Scriptures. Christian theistic evolution is personally possible but internally incoherent, and ultimately harmful for faith.

      First, as we argued in the previous chapter, Genesis 1 teaches that God created the universe, plants, animals, and man in the space of six days. This literal historical account rules out the possibility of the long ages of time necessary for evolution.

      Second, Genesis 1 indicates that plants, animals, and mankind came into existence by supernatural acts of God. The chapter presents creation by divine fiat: “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light” (Gen. 1:3). The same kind of language is used for the creation of plants (v. 11), sea creatures and flying creatures (v. 20), and land animals (v. 24). As Stephen Charnock observed, the immediate connection between God’s speaking and creation’s coming forth is even more evident in the Hebrew text, where the words translated as “let there be light” and “and there was light” are identical, with the only difference being the addition of the Hebrew conjunction translated as “and,” as if to say that God’s speaking of the word is the accomplishment of God’s will.29 This does not communicate slow, natural development over long ages, but effectual divine action with immediate results. By contrast, evolution indicates that random natural processes produced many varieties of things, most of which failed to survive, with relatively few thriving and developing over millions of years into the kinds of organisms we have today. As Wayne Grudem says, trying to force the two ideas together results in something like this: “And God said, ‘Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds.’ And after three hundred eighty-seven million four hundred ninety-two thousand eight hundred seventy-one attempts, God finally made a mouse that worked.”30

      Third, Genesis 1 says that God made each plant or animal “according to its kind” (vv. 11–12, 21, 25 ESV). The term rendered as “kind” (min), while not identical to biological taxonomic terms such as genus or species, refers to a relatively specific classification of a living creature such as a subcategory of flying creatures (Lev. 11:13–19). God originally created biological life in many differentiated forms, not in one very simple form that mutated into the dazzling variety we observe today.

      Fourth, the order of the creation days in Genesis 1 does not match the order presented by evolutionary theory. The creation of birds (day five) falls before that of land animals (day six). Even if one were to interpret the days as long ages, this order contradicts the evolutionary scheme that birds evolved from reptiles, specifically a kind of small dinosaur.

      Fifth, evolution’s basic principle of natural selection, popularly known as “survival of the fittest,” presumes that animals have suffered and died for millions of years, often by being killed by other animals for food. However, Genesis indicates that God originally gave the plants to man and the animals to eat for their food (Gen. 1:29–30). At the end of the six days, “God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good” (v. 31). It was only after the fall of man by his sin that God pronounced a curse upon the earth and subjected man to death (3:17–19). Death came into the world by Adam’s sin (Rom. 5:12; 1 Cor. 15:21).

      A theistic evolutionist might object that the entrance of death through Adam pertains only to mankind and not to animals. We reply by noting that if mankind evolved from previous life forms, then we are animals and we cannot make such a distinction: their physical mortality must be ours as well. Further, Paul indicates that the fall of man brought suffering and death to all creation: “For the creature [or creation, Greek ktisis] was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the same in hope, because the creature itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now” (Rom. 8:20–22). This text does not refer to the original condition of creation, but to a condition of “vanity” to which the world was subjected by God—a reference to the consequences of man’s fall. This condition will be lifted when God’s children are glorified. It is also referred to as “corruption” (phthora), a term that means death, destruction, decay, or moral corruption.31 As John Feinberg says, animals and plants do not suffer moral corruption, so this term must refer to physical death and decay.32 Therefore, the groaning of creatures under pain and death arose from the fall of man. This makes evolution by natural selection impossible before God created man, and man sinned against God.

      Sixth, Genesis 2:7 states that God made Adam “of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” The “breath of life” refers to the biological life possessed by mankind and all land animals (7:21–22; cf. Job 27:3).33 The phrase “living soul” is the same term used for every “living creature,” including animals (Gen. 2:19; 9:10–16). This indicates that prior to God’s special creative act, man was not a living, breathing creature of any kind, but mere earth. The Bible affirms this repeatedly.34 To claim that this is metaphorical speech for man’s development out of an animal is to make nonsense out of the text and to reduce Genesis 2 to a fable. The text teaches that God made man by a supernatural act. This is confirmed by the word translated as “create” with respect to man’s origin (1:27); it is a work of divine energy, not a natural development. Johannes Wollebius noted, “There was no quality or disposition in the dust that would have produced the human body, which was formed unnaturally and miraculously from it.”35 What is at stake is whether we will reduce events which the Bible depicts as supernatural to natural processes.

      Seventh, Genesis 2:21–23 teaches that God made Adam first, and then made the woman out of part of Adam’s body. Adam later named her Eve “because she was the mother of all living” (3:20). The apostle Paul affirms the historical truth of Genesis 2 that God made Adam first, and then made woman out of the man (1 Tim. 2:13; 1 Cor. 11:8–9). Our Lord Jesus Christ quoted Genesis 2:24 and asserted in accordance with the account that God “joined together” man and woman in the first marriage (Matt. 19:5–6). Therefore, we must take Genesis 2 as a true, literal, historical account. However, this directly contradicts the idea that Adam and Eve were two individuals taken out of a group of highly evolved primates, or that there were no literal Adam and Eve, but mankind evolved as a group of individuals.

      We conclude that it is impossible to embrace evolution without doing violence to the text of Scripture. To pull out this thread is to begin to unravel the fabric of God’s Word. If taken to its logical conclusions, it will lead to grave doubts about the trustworthiness of the New Testament. Therefore, we call upon the church to stand against evolution. This is not a stance against science but a stance against unbelief toward the Word.

      Was the Flood Global or Local?

      The third question pertains to the narrative of the flood (Genesis 6–9), which is not strictly part of the creation account but is closely related to the doctrine of creation. The destruction of the earth and its inhabitants was a partial act of uncreation by God, and the bringing of Noah’s family and representatives of the animals and birds through the flood by the ark was like a renewed creation. Thus, the Lord renewed the call upon man to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth after Noah emerged from the ark (9:1). The nations of the world can be traced back to their origin in the sons of Noah (Genesis 10). Their descendants built the Tower of Babel, and the Lord confused their language to divide them into the various linguistic and ethnic groups of the nations (Genesis 11). Noah’s flood and the events that immediately followed are foundational to the Bible’s explanation for the origins of mankind as we exist today.

      However, some people regard the flood as a legend that may have grown out of the historical seed of a local flood but then took on epic proportions. They point out that other ancient cultures included a flood story in their mythology, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh.36 They also argue that the geological record does not bear testimony to a global flood. Some Christians have responded to these arguments by conceding that the flood of Genesis was only a local event and may even have mythological elements, but it still communicates the inspired message that God judges sin and saves people by grace.37 In this manner, they seek to conform to scientific conclusions but maintain a posture of faith in the Word of God. However, other Christians have proposed alternative geological explanations that support a worldwide flood.38

      Most significant from a theological perspective is the question of whether Genesis can be interpreted as teaching a local flood or a global flood. We affirm the last position. The flood account was written as narrative with no indications that it is anything other than a historical account. In fact, Genesis 7 and 8 refer to specific dates and periods of time, as if drawn from a diary.39 Treating the text as a legendary shell to communicate a theological message undermines both the authority of God’s Word and its theological message. But there are good reasons to conclude that the flood was worldwide in scope.

      First, Genesis 6–9 teaches that God destroyed all living creatures on the surface of the earth in the flood (7:4). The Lord did not say that he would destroy a group of people, but “I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, and the creeping thing, and the fowls of the air” (6:7). The reason was that “all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth” (v. 12). The text says six times that this judgment would come on “all flesh.”40 In fact, the flood narrative places great emphasis upon the totality of the judgment: “The waters prevailed exceedingly upon the earth . . . and the mountains were covered. And all flesh died that moved upon the earth . . . and Noah only remained alive, and they that were with him in the ark” (Gen. 7:19–23).

      Second, the narrative does not make sense if it describes only a local flood. Why did Noah need to save representatives of all the animals if only a region were to be flooded? Why bring birds into the ark when they could fly away? In fact, why did Noah need to build a boat, especially one of such large proportions (450 feet by 75 feet by 45 feet)? Why did he not simply move to a safe location or climb a mountain? If, however, the flood covered all the mountains that existed at that time, but just in one area, how did the waters remain high for five months (Gen. 7:24), resulting in conditions that kept Noah in the ark for more than a year? The point of these questions is that trying to read a local flood into Genesis makes the account ludicrous.

      Third, the text indicates that the flood was an unusual catastrophe involving a geological disturbance, not just a large flood produced by rain. Genesis 7:11 says, “The same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up, and the windows of heaven were opened” (cf. 8:2). The “fountains of the great deep” might refer to the bottom of the oceans (cf. Prov. 8:28–29) or to “subterranean waters.”41 The verb translated as “broken up” (baq‘a) means to forcefully divide, split, or violently tear.42 Therefore, heavy rain from above was accompanied by violent eruptions of water from below. While this does not prove that the flood was worldwide, it does indicate that it was a cataclysmic event that disrupted the geological formations of the earth.

      Fourth, the presence of flood stories in other documents of the ancient Near East does not prove that Genesis 6–9 is legendary. In fact, it can be argued the other way around. Flood stories are found all over the world, including African, European, Russian, Chinese, Indian, Native American, and Pacific Island cultures. They do differ in details, and some contain fantastic elements that contradict Genesis. However, this is what one would expect if there had been a global flood: memories preserved in stories recounted in many nations.

      Fifth, if we sweep aside the explicit statements of Genesis in order to assert that the text refers to a local flood with a mixture of hyperbole and legend, then we overthrow the authority of God’s Word. We silence the Bible’s ability to instruct us about any historical event. If it is argued that Noah’s flood is a special case because it does not accord with the conclusions of scientists, then we have set a precedent to treat any narrative of a miraculous event as a myth—including the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead—if the culture contradicts it.

      Sixth, we cannot reduce the flood narrative to a legend with a theological point without undermining the theology of its message. The theology of the flood is not merely a message of judgment and grace, but of total judgment and exclusive grace: “Noah only remained alive, and they that were with him in the ark” (Gen. 7:23). If the flood was merely local, the point is lost, for many people would have survived without making use of God’s means of salvation. Christ and Peter used the flood as a foreshadowing of the Lord’s coming to judge the world (Matt. 24:37–38; 2 Pet. 2:5; cf. 3:6). The application is clear: God’s judgment fell upon the whole world with the flood, and it will fall upon all the world again, and no one will escape unless they are saved by Jesus Christ (Acts 4:12). If we regard the flood as a mere legend with no historical basis at all, then the theological message it conveys falls to the ground.

      Seventh, interpreting the flood as a local event raises serious doubts about the trustworthiness of God’s covenants. After God called Noah out of the ark, the Lord made a covenant with him, his family, and all birds and animals: “Neither shall all flesh be cut off any more by the waters of a flood; neither shall there any more be a flood to destroy the earth” (Gen. 9:11). If the flood refers to a local inundation, then God did not keep his promise, for many such floods have taken place, including the coastal flood caused by the 2004 tsunami in the Indian Ocean, which swept more than two hundred thousand people to their deaths. We see how serious this matter is when we consider that God asserted that his faithfulness to the covenant with Noah is his faithfulness to the new covenant (Isa. 54:9–10). While compromising on the totality of the flood may seem like a minor historical point, it not only undermines the authority of Scripture, but also the doctrine of salvation in Christ alone.

      Sing to the Lord

      The Supremacy of God the Creator

      Sing to the Lord, sing His praise all ye peoples,

      New be your song as new honors ye pay;

      Sing of His majesty, bless Him forever,

      Show His salvation from day to day.

      Tell of His wondrous works, tell of His glory,

      Till through the nations His name is revered;

      Praise and exalt Him, for He is almighty,

      God over all let the Lord be feared.

      Vain are the heathen gods, idols and helpless;

      God made the heav’ns, and His glory they tell;

      Honor and majesty shine out before Him,

      Beauty and strength in His temple dwell.

      Make all the nations know God reigns forever;

      Earth is established as He did decree;

      Righteous and just is the King of the nations,

      Judging the people with equity.

      Psalm 96

      Tune: Wesley

      The Psalter, No. 259

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 65

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. What reasons do the authors give to urge scientists not to be dogmatic about the age of the universe based on radioactive dating and starlight from distant galaxies?

      2. What is the theory of evolution?

      3. What scientific objections have been raised against the theory of evolution?

      4. What moral objection has been raised against the theory of evolution?

      5. How is the first chapter of Genesis incompatible with evolution?

      6. How is the second chapter of Genesis incompatible with evolution?

      7. How does Genesis 6–9 refute the idea that Noah’s flood was local, not worldwide?

      8. How might flood legends in many cultures support the historical reality of Noah’s flood?

      9. If the flood of Genesis was not worldwide, what does that imply about God’s promises? Why?

      10. If accidental chemical changes over time produced all life, including you, what difference would it make in what you believe about yourself and how you treat other people?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      11. When you are talking to a friend about creation and evolution, he says, “Don’t you see that evolution is a proven scientific fact? How can you cling to the old ideas of the Bible when so many scientists stand against you?” What do you say?

      12. Your friend says, “I don’t see why I have to take Genesis literally in order to be a Christian. Why can’t I accept evolution and still believe in Christ for my salvation?” How do you respond?
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      The Creation of Man by God

      What is man? Sadly, many in this age seek answers to this question merely by studying man’s body and behavior in comparison to the animals. This leads to a degraded view of man. In William Shakespeare’s drama, Hamlet says, 

      What is a man,

      If his chief good and market of his time 

      Be but to sleep and feed? A beast, no more.

      Hamlet then considers that “he that made us . . . gave us not that capability and god-like reason to fust [rot] in us unused.”1

      Three centuries later, George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) recognized that “a beast, no more” is indeed the implication of Darwin’s theory of evolution. Shaw wrote,

      The Darwinian process may be described as a chapter of accidents. As such, it seems simple, because you do not at first realize all that it involves. But when its whole significance dawns on you, your heart sinks into a heap of sand within you. There is a hideous fatalism about it, a ghastly and damnable reduction of beauty and intelligence, of strength and purpose, of honor and aspiration, to such casually picturesque changes as an avalanche may make in a landscape, or a railway accident in a human figure.2

      In sharp contrast, the Christian faith teaches that man is no conglomeration of blind accidents, but a fallen masterpiece of God. In order to understand who we are, we must go back to man’s creation by God, as it is recorded in the Holy Scriptures. The Bible opens with two complementary accounts of God’s creation of mankind. The first presents man as the crown of the cosmos. The second account shows us man’s original closeness to the Creator. We will examine both accounts in this chapter.

      Man’s Special Honor in God’s Cosmos (Gen. 1:26–2:3)

      Although man is one kind of creature among the many made by God, this creature has a unique place in the world. The first chapter of Genesis contains a number of indications that God created man with a special status.

      The Climax of the Creation Account

      Over the first six days, God shaped his world with increasing complexity and beauty. From the initial mass of dark earth and water arose the highly structured world of seas and dry land populated with a vast variety of plants. God filled the skies with dazzling points of light to distinguish the days, seasons, and years. At his command, new creatures sprang into motion in the sky and the sea, including the monstrous beasts that swim the depths. Then, on the last day of his creative work, God made the land animals, from creeping insects to lumbering cattle. However, there was one creature that remained for God to make. Man was the crown of creation for whom the world was prepared. The text emphasizes the centrality of man in God’s creative acts by repeating the verb that is translated as “create” (bara) three times in Genesis 1:27, whereas it appears only twice before (vv. 1, 21).3 We see a teleology in the process of creation, a systematic method designed to reach this great goal or end (telos).4 John Laidlaw (1832–1906) wrote, “At the summit man appears, the apex of the pyramid of earthly being.”5 Only then, with man and woman on earth, was God’s creation done and pronounced “very good” (Gen. 1:31).

      The progression of Genesis 1 witnesses to God’s love for man. John Calvin said, “We ought in the very order of things diligently to contemplate God’s fatherly love toward mankind, in that he did not create Adam until he had lavished upon the universe all manner of good things.”6 Adam awakened to a world of wonders. Calvin added, “Man was rich before he was born.”7 God gave mankind all things richly so that we may enjoy them and be rich in thanksgiving and good works (1 Tim. 4:4; 6:17). Stephen Charnock wrote, “The world was made for man,” noting that “angels have not need of anything in the world,” but “the world was made for the support and delight of man, in order to his performing the service due from him to God.”8

      Surely this was the occasion of rejoicing in heaven. The angels sang God’s praises when God laid the foundation of the earth (Job 38:4, 7). We can imagine them watching in wonder and joy as God structured and adorned his world with flowers, trees, fruit, fish, birds, beetles, and lions. What must have been their sense of wonder when God created the first man and woman? To this day, the angels watch mankind and marvel over God’s goodness to us, especially his saving goodness to the elect in Christ, the last Adam.9

      The Counsel of God

      Another way in which God drew attention to the special honor he was bestowing on mankind was the announcement of divine counsel prior to man’s creation. When God made other animate creatures, he said, “Let the waters bring forth,” or, “Let the earth bring forth” (Gen. 1:20, 24). However, we read in Genesis 1:26, “And God said, Let us make man.” This surprising “let us” reveals God consulting with God, which we recognize in the light of later revelation as a conversation within the Trinity.10 John Chrysostom (c. 344–407) said that these words suggest “deliberation, collaboration and conference with another person,” a unique feature in creation that greatly honors man among God’s creatures.11 Calvin commented, “Hitherto God has been introduced simply as commanding; now, when he approaches the most excellent of all his works, he enters into consultation. . . . He chose to give this tribute to the excellency of man.”12

      What does this consultation imply? In a consultation, people take counsel together to make a wise plan.13 Martin Luther commented, “Man was created by the special plan and providence of God.”14 We should not deduce that God made the other creatures without careful thought, for all creation displays the wisdom of the Creator (Ps. 104:24). However, the words “let us make man” imply that man stands at the center of the wise and eternal counsel of the Trinity. In Proverbs 8, we hear God’s Wisdom “rejoicing” at the creation of the world and saying, “My delights were with the sons of men” (Prov. 8:30–31). Literally, the word translated as “rejoicing” (sakhaq) means “laughing” or “playing,” a vivid word picture that reflects God’s joy in his wise purposes for mankind. Mankind was the focal point of God’s delightful decree.

      We learn from the New Testament that this counsel especially centered upon one man, the God-man, our Lord Jesus Christ, who is Wisdom incarnate. Paul writes that God “hath saved us, and called us with an holy calling, not according to our works, but according to his own purpose and grace, which was given us in Christ Jesus before the world began” (2 Tim. 1:9). This was “the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Eph. 3:11). When the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit made Adam, they had already planned that the Son would become the last Adam to redeem our fallen race. God was forming the human nature to which he would eternally join himself in the incarnation. How marvelous is his love!

      The Image of God

      The uniqueness of humanity among the creatures further appears in the way God made us to represent him on earth. When God made the plants, sea creatures, flying creatures, and land creatures, the text says ten times he made each “after his kind” or “after their kind.”15 However, Laidlaw noted that “when we come to man, the formula is suddenly and brilliantly altered” to read not “after his kind” but “in our image” (Gen. 1:26).16 The text emphasizes the divine image in mankind by repetition in the next verse: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them” (v. 27).

      It should amaze us that God would form an image of himself in a being of the sort that man is. Man is a creature. He stands in a position of infinite difference from the eternal, all-powerful Creator, to whom no one can be compared (Isa. 40:21–28). However, God created man to stand in the closest possible relation to him. Man is the living image of God, somewhat as a son is the image of his father (Gen. 5:1–3; cf. Luke 3:38). Though mankind has fallen far from his original state, we still see in human beings sparkles of divine glory, like “the ruins of a palace” in which we can discern something of its former majesty, as Charnock said.17

      We will explore the meaning of this image in detail later,18 but here we would observe the sharp distinction that it makes between man and all other creatures. Of all earthly things, only man is called the image of God. The Bible approves of man’s mastery over animals. After the fall, the Lord apparently killed animals to provide clothing to cover man’s nakedness (Gen. 3:21). The Lord was pleased with the sacrifice of animals offered to him in worship (4:4). After the flood, God granted man the right to eat the animals, but he said that “whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed, for God made man in his own image” (9:2–6 ESV). We must not treat people like animals, for man’s creation in God’s image makes human life sacred. Animals are God’s good creatures, and we should treat them with compassion and wise stewardship.19 However, we should not treat animals like people; we may control them, kill them, and use them as best benefits mankind and glorifies God in a fallen world.

      The Delegation of Dominion

      Man’s superior position over other earthly creatures received explicit authorization from the Creator. The creation of man in God’s image is bracketed by statements of man’s “dominion” over all the earth, with its teeming varieties of creatures (Gen. 1:26–28). God had acted, to this point, as the King over all things, whose very word gave them being, structure, life, and activity. Now God granted the right to rule to the creature who bore his image.

      This delegation of dominion did not diminish God’s kingly sovereignty, but it did empower man to rule the earth for the glory of God. Psalm 115 says that God still does “whatsoever he hath pleased,” and yet, “the earth hath he given to the children of men” (vv. 3, 16). The dominion of man does not arise from man’s inherent greatness, but is a grant of authority and dignity that serves to glorify God. When we consider the heavens, we should exclaim with Psalm 8, “What is man, that thou art mindful of him?” However, despite man’s smallness, the Lord has “put all things under his feet,” including domesticated livestock, wild animals, birds, and fish. Our proper response is not to boast in ourselves, but to praise the excellency of God’s name (vv. 3–9).

      Absolute divine sovereignty and delegated human dominion converge in the exalted Lord Jesus Christ. The writer of Hebrews applies Psalm 8 to Christ (Heb. 2:5–8), who was once put to death, but afterward was “crowned with glory” so that he would bring “many sons unto glory” (vv. 9–10). If we diminish the distinctive dominion granted to man in creation, then we deny the glory that belongs to God’s incarnate Son. God made man to reign over the world for the sake of the kingdom of his Son, who is “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature” (Col. 1:15)—that is, the preeminent King over all the universe (vv. 16–18; cf. Ps. 89:27).

      The Consecration of Worship

      The seventh day of the creation week also shows us the unique nature of man, though not in as explicit a fashion. When we read that God “rested” on the seventh day (Gen. 2:2–3), the verb (shabat) is of the same root as the word translated as “Sabbath,” and appears in other texts about the Sabbath.20 The fourth commandment states that Israel must keep the Sabbath because the Lord rested on the seventh day of creation (Ex. 20:11; 31:17). Let us remember that Moses wrote Genesis, most likely while leading Israel through the wilderness after they received the Ten Commandments.21

      Genesis also says that God “sanctified” the seventh day (Gen. 2:3)—that is, he set it apart as holy. Luther commented, “To sanctify means to set aside for sacred purposes, or for the worship of God.”22 Israel was familiar with holy days, for the Sabbath was a holy day to the Lord,23 a day when, like other festive days, Israel was to rest and worship God in “holy convocation.”24 Therefore, God set aside the seventh day as a day for man to cease from his ordinary work and give himself to worshiping God. This helps us to understand the anthropomorphic language of God resting and being refreshed (v. 2; Ex. 31:17). The Creator does not get tired (Isa. 40:28), but he ceased his work of creation after six days in order to set an example for those whom he had made in his image.

      Our purpose here is not to defend the abiding significance of the Sabbath for Christians (though that is precious to us), but to demonstrate man’s uniqueness. Of all God’s earthly creations, man has a special capacity to enter into the holy work of worship.25 Though all the universe displays God’s glory (Ps. 19:1), God created man in a special way to praise him (Isa. 43:7, 21). As Luther said, Genesis 2:1–3 indicates that “man was especially created for the knowledge and worship of God,” for that is the special function of “the Sabbath.”26

      In summary, we find that the first chapter of Genesis presents man as a creature of God among other creatures and yet as a creature with a unique identity and position in God’s world. Man is the climax and crown of creation, the centerpiece of God’s eternal counsel, the image of God on earth, the royal servant who rules God’s world for God’s glory, and the worshiper who regularly pauses his earthly work to engage with others and by himself in holy adoration. What a wonder man is! We should praise and glorify God for these marvelous privileges.

      Man’s Special Relationships in God’s Covenant (Gen. 2:4–25)

      Genesis 2:4 begins, “These are the generations [elleh toledot] of the heavens and of the earth,” a statement similar to the “these are the generations” statements for Adam, Noah, Noah’s sons, Shem, and so on.27 Just as the Lord generated descendants from the patriarchs, so he generated the first man and woman from the world that he had created.28 This is the content of the rest of chapter 2. It reveals the special relationship that the Lord had with man in man’s original state. It also lays the foundation for understanding the fall of man and his redemption by grace.

      “The Lord God”: From Cosmic to Covenantal Perspective

      Chapter 2 returns to the creation of man as male and female (see Gen. 1:27) and expands upon that event with significantly more detail. There is a marked difference in style between Genesis 1:1–2:3 and 2:4–25. The former follows a highly structured sequence of events in seven days. The latter is more fluid. The former views events from a cosmic perspective, relating the creation of earth, seas, and other things. Here we read of “God” as Elohim. The latter is written from a more personal perspective, focusing on the Lord’s dealings with two people in the garden of Eden. In it he is always “the Lord God” (YHWH Elohim), highlighting the covenantal quality of God’s dealings with man. “The Lord” (traditionally rendered as “Jehovah”) is the name by which God revealed himself to Israel. As the original audience of Genesis, Israel had recently received a deeper revelation of the divine name “the Lord” as signifying God’s infinite, eternal, and unchangeable faithfulness to his covenant (Ex. 3:13–17; 6:2–8).29 Its repeated use in this context, no less than twenty times in Genesis 2 and 3, suggests that this is a revelation of God’s covenantal relationship with man in his original state. This may be the reason why “the Lord God” is used throughout the text from 2:4 onward.30

      Critical scholars since the eighteenth century have argued that the two texts represent different, even contradictory accounts of creation that were joined by the editor(s) of Genesis.31 It was popular in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to treat Genesis as a patchwork of legendary documents stitched together by a later redactor—a view known as “higher criticism.” The scholarly consensus regarding this “documentary hypothesis” disintegrated in the late twentieth century as scholars increasingly recognized that Genesis is a unified and carefully crafted book.32

      Scholars who subscribe to higher criticism miss the beautiful, complementary relationship between the two chapters. Our Lord Jesus Christ viewed them as a unified testimony to how God made man at “the beginning of the creation” (Mark 10:6–8). Genesis 2 does not present itself as a complete creation account. It depends on chapter 1 to provide an account of how God created the heavens and the earth (see Gen. 2:4). Likewise, Genesis 1 needs chapters 2 and 3 to explain the origin of sin and death in our world.

      The Lord of Our Life: God’s Supernatural Creation of Man

      Paul no doubt had Genesis in mind when he said that the “Lord of heaven and earth . . . giveth to all life, and breath, and all things” (Acts 17:24–25). This is true not only in daily providence, but also was so in the initial creation of man. Genesis 2:7 gives us a very personal account of how God made the first man when it says, “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.”

      The text emphasizes man’s physical origin from earthly materials, both in the name “man” (adam), which sounds like “ground” (adamah), and by saying God made him “of the dust of the ground.” The word translated as “dust” (‘aphar) refers to earth or soil (Gen. 26:15; Lev. 17:13).33 Some Christians have attempted to read theistic evolution into the text by proposing that “dust” represents biological life prior to Adam.34 John Barton Payne (1922–1979) responded, “The creation context, however, seems to require simple dust and man’s connection with this dust as a direct one: Genesis 3:14 speaks of the serpent in the dust, presumably lifeless ground; and man’s return to the dust, at death (Gen. 3:19), could hardly be by a process of devolution through intermediate living stages.”35

      Other interpreters have argued that “dust” is a symbol for “mortality,” meaning that man was created in a state of mortality.36 However, this interpretation does not fit with Genesis 3:14, where the serpent crawls in the dust. It involves a misreading of verse 19, “For dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return,” for dust does not equal “mortality,” but God used man’s future decay into real, physical dirt to graphically communicate his loss of immortality. This interpretation also makes nonsense of God’s warning in Genesis 2:17 that man would become mortal if he disobeyed the divine command (cf. Rom. 5:12; 1 Cor. 15:21–22).

      Therefore, the context in Genesis 2–3 strongly favors interpreting “dust” in a literal sense as the soil or earth under our feet. In a text written in the form of historical narrative, we should interpret its words literally unless there is compelling reason not to do so. We conclude that God formed the body of the first man out of inanimate materials found in the soil on the surface of the earth.37 This teaching should humble us, for we are of the dust (Gen. 18:27). Our bodies share the same biological life as the animals. God did not make man originally with a heavenly life, but with a natural, earthly life (1 Cor. 15:44–50). We are not semidivine, heavenly beings, but creatures of the earth.

      God also gave the “breath of life” (nishmat khayim) to that body. Nearly identical phrases are used in Genesis for the biological life of animals: literally, the “breath of spirit of life” (nishmat ruakh khayim, Gen. 7:22) and the “spirit of life” (ruakh khayim, 6:17; 7:15; cf. Ps. 104:29–30). The same words that are used to say that man became a “living soul” (nephesh khayyah) appear later in Genesis 2 for animals, each of which is also a “living creature” (nephesh khayyah)38 formed out of the “ground” (adamah, v. 19). This is not to deny the distinct reality of the human soul or spirit as an immaterial substance (Matt. 10:28).39 Rather, it is to recognize that in Scripture, the phrase translated as “living soul” does not refer so much to the soul as to a living being.

      Genesis 2:7 is saying, then, that man’s body did not originate in something that was already a living creature, but that man became a living creature only when God created him. This refutes any evolutionary origin of man from previous animals. Payne wrote, “It indicates that Adam did not become alive until God breathed life into His already ‘formed’ man; he could not have been a continuation of some form of previously existing organic life.”40

      Though man shared much in common with the earth and with the animals, he also was made with a special relationship to God. Though man is a “living creature” like the animals, the manner in which God made man distinguishes him from animals, for the Lord God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Laidlaw explained, “The immediate divine origination of man’s breath, spirit, understanding constitutes a special connection between the Creator and this, the chiefest of his works.”41 The imagery of God blowing the breath of life into man suggests that human life originated in face-to-face closeness with God. Derek Kidner wrote, “Breathed is warmly personal, with the face-to-face intimacy of a kiss.”42

      The text does not imply the divinity of man, as if Adam shared in God’s very breath, but a special creative work of the Holy Spirit, who is the living breath of God. Augustine explained that we should not read the text to say that “a part, as it were, of the nature of God was turned into the soul of man,” for “the nature of God is not mutable.”43 Rather, God’s breathing the breath of life into man suggests that God’s Spirit created man’s life and spirit. Elihu reflected upon this divine inbreathing when he said, “But there is a spirit [ruakh] in man: and the inspiration [nishmat] of the Almighty giveth them understanding,” and, “The spirit [ruakh] of God hath made me, and the breath [nishmat] of the Almighty hath given me life” (Job 32:8; 33:4). The Scriptures thereby suggest an analogy between God and man: God is an eternal Spirit (Gen. 1:2) who made man by God’s Spirit to possess a created spirit (2:7). The life of man parallels and images the life of God, but on a finite, dependent level.

      This also establishes a parallel between man’s original creation and his salvation. The term used in Genesis 2:7 appears again when God “breathed” (naphakh) life into dead men in Ezekiel’s vision of the dry bones: “Thus saith the Lord God; Come from the four winds, O breath [ruakh], and breathe [naphakh] upon these slain, that they may live” (Ezek. 37:9). The Lord then promised, “[I] shall put my spirit [ruakh] in you, and ye shall live” (v. 14)—that is, the Spirit of regeneration and sanctification (36:26–27). We read in John 20:22 that the risen Christ “breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost.” Our creation began in the Holy Spirit, and our new creation must be worked by the same Spirit.

      The Lord of Our Location: God’s Rich Provision for Man

      The Lord God is the giver of our life, and God’s ordained home for man shows this to be an abundant life. The Lord placed man in a garden full of beautiful plants and delicious food (Gen. 2:8–9). The very name of the area, “Eden,” is identical in spelling and sound to the Hebrew word for “delight” or “luxury” (eden).44 To people who lived in the arid lands of the ancient Near East, water meant wealth. Eden overflowed with so much water that its river fed the great rivers of the region (vv. 9–14). The area was also noted for its gold and gemstones (vv. 11–12). In the garden, the Lord God spoke with man and communed with him (vv. 15–25). The garden was guarded by angelic cherubim, God’s heavenly warriors (3:24).45

      Reading this text through ancient Israelite eyes helps us to recognize that the garden functioned as a prototypical temple where God dwelt with man.46 God instructed Israel to make its priests’ garments (Exodus 28), its tabernacle (Exodus 25–27), and later its temple (1 Kings 6–7) out of gold and gemstones, and to adorn these structures with artistic images of trees, fruit, and cherubim, and with large basins of water. Ezekiel called Eden “the garden of God” and “the holy mountain of God” (Ezek. 28:13–14; 31:8–9), just as Israel’s temple was in Mount Zion, God’s “holy mountain” (20:40). The visions of Revelation represent the heavenly Jerusalem both in terms of a magnificent temple-city and as a return to the garden of Eden (Rev. 21:1–22:5). Man’s first home was the temple of the Lord.

      The physical, historical elements of the garden were visible signs of spiritual communion with the Lord. Geerhardus Vos wrote, “It is a real symbolism embodied in the actual things.”47 Proverbs says that God’s wisdom is a “tree of life” for his people (Prov. 3:18). Psalm 36 teaches us to say to God, “With thee is the fountain of life,” and “thou shalt make them drink of the river of thy pleasures,” where “pleasures” is the plural of “Eden” (eden) (Ps. 36:8–9). All around Adam and Eve were reminders that life consists of communion with God. Vos said, “The truth is thus clearly set forth that life comes from God, that for man it consists of nearness to God.”48

      This is the humbling and exalting truth of Genesis about mankind. We are but creatures, having much in common with the animals and the very dirt under our feet. However, we were also created for communion with the living God. This communion is our life, and it is found only in relating to him properly as the Lord God. He gave us everything, but because we refused to submit to his lordship, we lost our communion with him. God’s superabundant generosity, shining so brightly in the garden, highlights all the more our “shameful ingratitude,” as Calvin said.49

      The Lord of Our Law: God’s Personal Communication with Man

      After God made the first man, he did not leave him to explore the world and discover his own destiny. “The Lord God” immediately asserted his authority over the man by assigning him a home and a vocation (Gen. 2:15). He also gave man a law to obey, with life and death hanging upon his obedience (vv. 16–17). The covenant name of God suggests that God related to man as his covenant Lord, directing human life by his covenant word. Man may have been king over creation, but he remained the servant of the Creator.

      The direct communication of the Lord God with Adam heightens the sense of holy privilege that man enjoyed in his access to God. When the Lord appeared to Moses to speak to him, God warned Moses that he stood on holy ground (Ex. 3:5). When the Lord brought Moses and Israel back to the same mountain, he ordered them to “sanctify” it—that is, to treat it as holy and not venture too close to the glory from which the voice of God spoke (19:23). Then the Lord instructed Moses to build the tabernacle and the ark of the covenant, which would be in the Most Holy Place: “And there I will meet with thee, and I will commune with thee . . . of all things which I will give thee in commandment unto the children of Israel” (25:22). Likewise, in the garden of Eden, the original holy place, the Lord spoke directly to man.

      With this holy privilege came the obligation of covenant faithfulness. This was true of Israel, whom God would count as “a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation” if “ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant” (Ex. 19:5–6). It was true first of Adam, whom the Lord God commanded, “Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely eat: but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:16–17). God established a covenant between himself and mankind.

      Therefore, man’s relationship with God is characterized by covenant and law. We will explore God’s covenant with Adam in later chapters.50 At this point, we would simply note that the covenant emphasizes the high calling of man: that combination of holy privilege and holy obligation whereby man always stands in the presence of God, whether under blessing or curse. So long as man is man, he cannot escape the law of God (Rom. 2:14–15).

      The Lord of Our Love: God’s Institution of Marriage for Man

      God made man to be a creature in relationships. In the midst of the cosmic creation account, Genesis 1:27 makes this enigmatic statement: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.” The second chapter of Genesis expands this statement in a manner rich with implications. We will discuss human gender and sexuality in more detail later.51 Here, however, we would make some general observations.

      The text centers upon Adam’s need for a “help meet for him,” or a helper that was suitable to him (Gen. 2:18, 20). The term translated as “help” (‘ezer) is a strong word, referring not to a lesser assistant but to someone who supplies strength, even salvation, to those in need. God is the helper (‘ezer) of his people.52 The phrase “meet for him” (kenegdo) is composed in Hebrew of the preposition rendered as “according to” (k-) and a term meaning “in front of” (neged); it indicates a match able to relate face-to-face on equal terms. This helps us to understand the Lord’s surprising comment that “it is not good that the man should be alone” (v. 18). It is not that God is insufficient for man or that paradise was flawed, but that God created man with an inherent incompleteness that could be supplied only by fellowship and partnership with someone who matched and complemented him.53

      The Lord led Adam through a process of discovery that culminated in God’s presentation of the newly formed woman to her husband. We read in Genesis 2:19, “And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the name thereof.”

      A contradiction is alleged to exist between Genesis 1:24 and 2:19. In the former, the animals were clearly created before man. However, the latter verse is often translated, “And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he would call them,” implying that they were made just prior to being brought to the man. However, the verb in 2:19 can be translated as “had formed,” which is consistent with 1:24 and resolves the difficulty.

      Alternatively, the second account could be interpreted to mean that while God had already created the kinds of animals, he specially created some individual animals out of the earth and brought them to the man.54 The Lord might have done this so that Adam could witness God’s creative power and sovereignty over the animals.

      Genesis 2:18–25 teaches us that as part of this process, God gave man authority over the animals, for the Lord granted man the privilege of naming them just as God had named aspects of the world. However, Adam realized that the helper he needed could not come from any mere animal, but required someone who truly matched him as a divine image bearer (1:27). God supplied this helper entirely by his power and love, while Adam was in a condition of complete helplessness (“deep sleep”). God made the woman “of the man” and “for the man” (1 Cor. 11:8–9), miraculously developing her out of flesh and bone removed from the man’s side. Peter Lombard observed that the woman was not made from his head as if she was “set over man in domination,” nor from his foot “as if subject to him in servitude,” but from his side, “for the partnership of love.”55 Calvin concluded that marriage is “the best support of life,” for God made woman “as a companion and an associate to the man, to assist him to live well.”56

      God presented the woman to the man, initiating the first marriage, and so “God hath joined together” husband and wife (Matt. 19:6). Man received the woman from God to love and cherish her as his own body: “bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23). Man’s naming the woman implied that, though they were equally human, he exercised God-given authority over her as her loving leader and head of the household. By making her out of him, God also indicated his will that husband and wife be “one flesh” (v. 24), committed and bound together in lifelong unity and partnership. The first man and woman lived together in the garden without fear or shame to separate them, enjoying total openness and intimacy.

      The Lord God, then, is the Lord over our relationships of love. God did not design man to function in isolated individuality, but to be part of a network of relationships in which some give authoritative leadership and others give strong help, but all are joined together in bonds of love. The first and foundational human relationship of love is marriage. Husbands and wives have distinct, interdependent roles, so that “neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man, in the Lord” (1 Cor. 11:11). From the root of marriage springs all human relationships, including the spiritual family of God’s redeemed people, where we find these same patterns of authority, gifted help, and mutual interdependence (Rom. 12:3–8; 1 Cor. 12).

      Marriage is a covenant of mutual faithfulness (Mal. 2:14) that mirrors the relationship between the Lord and his people (Isa. 54:5; Hos. 2:19–20). The man’s words to the woman, “bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh,” have covenantal overtones, similar to what the Israelites said when they made a covenant with David to be their king (2 Sam. 5:1–3; cf. 19:13).57 The “deep sleep” (tardemah) of Adam is the same term used for Abram’s “deep sleep” when the Lord made a covenant with him and his seed (Gen. 15:12). The marriage of the first man and woman foreshadows the covenant relationship between Christ and his church (2 Cor. 11:2–3; Eph. 5:28–32). The holy temple of the garden is a home where love abounds.

      Therefore, though the Lord God is the Lord of our love relationships with each other, more importantly he is the Lord of his gracious covenant of love. God created man for a special relationship with him, showering his image bearer with blessings and privileges in order that man might live close to him. How marvelous is his kindness to man! How horribly tragic is man’s fall from such a high position! And yet, how glorious is God’s grace through the last Adam, Jesus Christ! Knowing that grace experientially puts us on the pathway back to paradise. Along the way, God’s grace trains us to turn away from our independent, abusive, rebellious ways, and to live together in spiritual families with submission to authority, appreciative partnerships with other people whose help we need, and close friendships in which we fellowship not just with each other but with the Lord himself.

      Sing to the Lord

      Invitation to Worship Our Maker

      Come, sound his praise abroad,

      And hymns of glory sing:

      Jehovah is the sovereign God,

      The universal King.

      He formed the deeps unknown,

      He gave the seas their bound;

      The wat’ry worlds are all his own,

      And all the solid ground.

      Come, worship at his throne;

      Come, bow before the Lord:

      We are his works, and not our own;

      He formed us by his word.

      Today attend his voice,

      Nor dare provoke his rod;

      Come, like the people of his choice,

      And own your gracious God.

      Isaac Watts (cf. Psalm 95)

      Tune: Silver Street

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 102

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. In what sense is the creation of man the climax of God’s work of creation?

      2. How does Genesis 1:26–28 give special honor to the human race among all God’s creatures?

      3. What does Genesis 2:1–3 reveal about God’s purpose for mankind?

      4. What do the authors suggest is the significance of the shift from “God” in Genesis 1:1–2:3 to “the Lord God” in Genesis 2:4–25?

      5. What does Genesis 2:7 teach us about the origin of the first human being?

      6. How does the Bible portray the garden of Eden as a prototypical temple? What does this imply about mankind’s purpose?

      7. What do God’s words to Adam in Genesis 2:15–17 imply about man’s relationship to God?

      8. What does it mean that God made the woman to be a “help meet for him”—that is, a helper suitable for her husband (Gen. 2:18)?

      9. What indications are there in Genesis 2 that marriage is a covenant?

      10. What about this chapter do you find most humbling? What shows us God’s intent to honor man?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      11. Some scholars have treated Genesis 1 and 2 as contradictory accounts of creation reflecting different traditions. Are there any apparent contradictions between the two chapters? If so, how might they be resolved? If the chapters are not actually contradictory, then how do they relate to each other?

      12. Compare the creation of Adam (Gen. 2:7) with the descriptions of God’s saving works in Ezekiel 37:9, 14 and John 20:22. What do the parallels imply?
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      The Controversy over the Historical Adam

      Adam has long had his skeptics.1 Martin Luther commented on God’s creation of Adam from the dust: “If Aristotle heard this, he would burst into laughter and conclude that although this is not an unlovely yarn, it is nevertheless a most absurd one.”2 In more recent times, some people have attempted to graft the word Adam onto a concept that is quite foreign to the Scriptures. For example, evolutionists speak of “Y-chromosome Adam” and “Mitochondrial Eve,” but these genetic constructs are not the same as the biblical persons Adam and Eve.

      Some theistic evolutionists view “Adam” as a group of highly developed hominids to whom God gave moral and spiritual consciousness. In this view, the human race descended from “a group of several thousand individuals who lived about 150,000 years ago.”3 That first cohort of early humans had evolved from other primates similar to apes.4 In this view, Genesis 2 is understood to refer not to the literal creation of Adam and Eve, but is “a symbolic allegory of the entrance of the human soul into a previously soulless animal kingdom,” as Francis Collins says.5 Such an interpretation is necessary, Peter Enns tells us, because science “has shown beyond any reasonable scientific doubt that humans and primates share common ancestry.”6 We must adjust our approach to Genesis, we are told, to acknowledge that like other ancient documents it is not a historical account, but myth.7

      In the face of such claims, some Reformed and evangelical scholars have concluded that the church must abandon the classic doctrine of Adam and Eve and accept evolution.8 Even some who believe in a historical Adam try to fit Genesis together with the theory of the evolution of man from hominids.9

      In previous chapters, we discussed the theory of evolution and its incompatibility with the inspiration of the Word of God,10 and the interpretation and historical verity of Genesis 1–3.11 A thorough historical study of how the church has understood Adam throughout the ages has been written by William VanDoodewaard.12 In this chapter, we will focus on the question of whether the Bible presents Adam as a real, historical individual, and why it matters.

      There are two main lines of argument for the historical Adam. First, the history revealed by God in the Bible asserts that Adam was a real man and the father of the entire human race. Second, the theology revealed by God in the Bible depends upon Adam’s historical reality. Though we cannot separate theology from history in the Scriptures, we can discuss the reality of events recorded in Bible history before we draw conclusions as to their spiritual significance.

      Objections to the Historicity of Adam

      While the Bible contains various genres of literature and figures of speech, such as metaphors, poems, anthropomorphisms, allegories, symbolic numbers, and parables, it also contains historical narrative that relates real events in space and time. We have already argued that the early chapters of Genesis present themselves as the narrative of real history, based on Hebrew syntax and style, genealogies from Adam to Christ (Genesis 5; 11; 1 Chronicles 1–3; Luke 3), and the testimony of Christ himself (Mark 10:6–8; Luke 11:50–51).13 Jude 14 apparently reflects a literal, historical understanding of the genealogies when it identifies Enoch as “the seventh from Adam” (cf. Gen. 5:1–24). The most natural reading of the Bible understands it to assert that Adam and Eve were real, historical persons who were the ancestors of all mankind.

      Against this understanding of Adam, some people have raised the following objections.

      1. By noting that God named the man Adam, the generic Hebrew word for “human being,” Genesis indicates that he is a symbol for mankind in general or “every-man.”14

      We respond by observing that God gave this individual the name for the entire human race because Adam was the father and representative of all humanity. However, Scripture distinguishes between mankind in general and Adam as a particular human being. Genesis 5:1–3 literally says, “This is the book of the generations of man. In the day that God created man, in the likeness of God made he him; male and female created he them; and blessed them, and called their name man, in the day when they were created. And man lived an hundred and thirty years, and begat a son in his own likeness, after his image, and called his name Seth.” So sometimes “man” (or adam in Hebrew) refers to the whole race (“and called their name man”), but at other times it refers to the father of the race (“and man lived an hundred and thirty years”).

      2. Genesis 1–3 is a statement not so much about human history as it is about Israel’s identity, and so “the story of Adam becomes a story for ‘every Israelite.’”15 Thus, the narrative of Adam’s creation is a myth or parable analogous to the history of the election and fall of Israel.

      In reply, we acknowledge that Israel’s history echoes Adam’s history in some respects. The Lord gave Israel an inheritance in a blessed land, which the nation forfeited through disobedience to God’s law, resulting in divine curses and banishment from its inheritance (Leviticus 26; Deuteronomy 28). Hosea drew a parallel between Israel’s covenant breaking and Adam’s: “they like Adam [ke-adam] have transgressed the covenant” (Hos. 6:7 KJV mg.). This should not surprise us, for God designed Israel’s experiences to serve as types of mankind’s salvation by the last Adam, Jesus Christ. However, the parallel is not exact, for Israel, unlike Adam, was sinful from the start,16 and the Lord’s ways with the nation were always according to the covenant of grace revealed in God’s promises to Abraham.17

      That there are typological parallels between Adam and Israel, Adam and Christ, or Israel and Christ does not mean that we should regard the Bible’s historical accounts as mythology. Instead, they show us the sovereign hand of God revealing his ways with man through human beings, institutions, and historical events. Furthermore, the historical narratives and genealogies of Genesis present Adam and Eve as the historical parents of the whole human race. Genesis 3:20 says that Adam named his wife Eve because she was “the mother of all living.” Although the creation narrative has implications for Israel, the emphasis of the early chapters of Genesis lies upon “a universal focus rather than a national or ethnic focus,” as William Barrick writes.18

      3. Genesis 2 contradicts Genesis 1 by saying that God created things in a different order, and therefore we cannot take both accounts literally.

      We respond that Genesis 1 and 2 are not contradictory, but present the same events from complementary perspectives.19 As we argued in the last chapter, Genesis 1 gives us the big picture—the cosmic perspective on the creation of the whole world, with man as the pinnacle of God’s creative work. Genesis 2 zooms in on the creation of man, slowing down the action and focusing our attention on the garden of Eden, to give a covenantal, relational perspective. The two chapters are to be read together in harmony, not set against each other.20

      4. Genesis 3:1 tells us that a “serpent” had a clever conversation with the woman, and since we know snakes do not talk, this is obviously a symbolic myth, not a historical account.21

      In answer to this objection, we note that the Bible indicates that “the serpent” was not just a snake, but a creature or form used by an evil spirit. The ancient Israelites would have understood such a connection because in ancient cultures a serpent represented a spiritual power connected to the idols of this world.22 Rahab, the sea serpent, was an image of the power of Egypt (Ps. 89:10; Isa. 51:9). Isaiah 27:1 foretells that “in that day the Lord with his sore and great and strong sword shall punish leviathan the piercing serpent, even leviathan that crooked serpent; and he shall slay the dragon that is in the sea.” Revelation 12:9 envisions that same day of the Lord, declaring, “And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.”

      Therefore, there is nothing unreasonable about reading Genesis 1–3 as the reliable account of real historical persons and events. The Bible represents Adam as the first individual human being, specially created by God out of the dust, and we should believe that he is such.

      Adam and Biblical Doctrine

      Adam is not just an interesting figure in history. He is foundational to our beliefs as Christians. Perhaps if someone proved that George Washington never existed, it might change the American one-dollar bill, but it would not change your life very much, if at all. But if Adam disappears into mythology, then we lose the foundation for our views of man’s identity, sin, and Savior.

      The Historical Adam Is the Basis of Mankind’s Nobility

      While our bodies share many common characteristics with the animals, the Scriptures insist that man is not just a highly developed animal but a special creation of God, made in his image to rule over the animals (Gen. 1:26). Adam was originally and uniquely formed as the first man (2:7; cf. 1 Cor. 15:45).

      If we reject the historicity of Adam, we destroy the basis of the distinction between mankind and the animal kingdom. The evolutionary view of human origins logically leads to a degradation of the dignity and value of man to the level of an animal. In fact, given the impact the human race has on other living things, some evolutionary environmentalists believe that it would be best for the world if the human race was largely exterminated.23

      A theistic evolutionist might object that the image of God is not in our bodies, but in our spiritual capacity to know God and our commission from God to rule the earth. Therefore, our bodies could have developed by a natural process of evolution, and “God could have used a miraculous process to create our spiritual capacities, or used some combination of natural processes and divine revelation to develop these capacities.”24

      In answer to this objection, Genesis 1 does not say that God gave his image to beings that already existed, but that “God created man in his own image” (Gen. 1:27). The image of God is not something added to us but part of our very constitution. This is so much the case that even after the fall of man into sin and spiritual death, we still are characterized as made in the image of God. In Genesis 9:1–6, we are told that the Lord gave man the right to kill and eat animals, but declared that anyone who murders a human being must die because God created man in his image. However, if men are highly evolved animals endowed with some extra graces from God, then it is hard to understand how we are so different from other animals that we may kill and eat them, but not kill (and eat) each other.

      The denial of the historical Adam and the assertion of human evolution blur the difference between mankind and beasts. Only by believing in the historical Adam are we warranted to confess with David in Psalm 8:6–9,

      Thou madest him to have dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet: All sheep and oxen, yea, and the beasts of the field; the fowl of the air, and the fish of the sea, and whatsoever passeth through the paths of the seas. O Lord our Lord, how excellent is thy name in all the earth!

      The Historical Adam Is the Root of Mankind’s Unity

      If we deny the historical Adam, we lose the important doctrine that the human race is one race. Acts 17:26 says that God “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation.” Some translations even say “of one man.”25 Black or white, Chinese or Russian, Arab or Jew, we are all blood brothers. We have no basis to view other human beings as fundamentally different from ourselves, for we all share a common set of ancestors. John Calvin said, “God could himself indeed have covered the earth with a multitude of men; but it was his will that we should proceed from one fountain, in order that our desire of mutual concord might be the greater, and that each might the more freely embrace the other as his own flesh.”26

      Someone might object that our unity is in Christ, not in Adam (Gal. 3:28). However, not all men are in Christ (Eph. 2:12). Therefore, this relation to Christ cannot be the basis of our view of humanity in general. Furthermore, our unity in Christ is based on our union with Christ, and our union with him depends on his taking our common human nature to himself in his incarnation. Hebrews 2:11 says that our Savior is not ashamed to call us his brothers because we “are all of one [ex henos].” Even our unity in Christ depends upon our common human nature from Adam.

      If we treat Genesis as a collection of myths or metaphors, then we seriously damage our ability to stand against ethnic prejudice and hatred. We open the door for the idea that various ethnic groups come from different origins (polygenesis or polygenism), and thus some are superior to others.27 Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet, 1694–1778), an Enlightenment philosopher who rejected biblical authority, saw Europeans, Africans, and Native Americans as separate species with distinctly different roots.28 Present mainstream evolutionary theory opposes the polygenesis of man, but it has had advocates in modern times. Also, scientists have recently argued that some genetic features of an ethnic group may be rooted in interbreeding between Homo sapiens and other species of less advanced hominids.29 This idea could easily be twisted into ethnic prejudice. Or, since evolutionary development might take place in a portion of a population, it could be used by some to claim that their people group is a new master race, akin to what the Nazis did with the “Aryan race.”30

      Replacing a historical Adam with mankind’s evolution out of other species makes it logically possible for humanity to be viewed as multiple races or a blend of species. In making this statement, we are not accusing all evolutionists of racism. We are thankful for evolutionists who affirm the unity of the race. We also acknowledge the failings of the church in this matter. Sadly, some professing Christians have also been guilty of the great sin of promoting ethnic superiority and oppression. The answer to this problem is to return to the doctrine of our fundamental unity as one human race descended from one human father, Adam.31

      The Historical Adam Is the Foundation of Gender Relationships

      Our Lord Jesus Christ taught us to look to the creation of Adam and Eve as the basis for the Creator’s order for gender relationships and human sexuality. When challenged by the Pharisees to state his view of divorce, Christ appealed to Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 (Matt. 19:3–6).

      The apostle Paul similarly based his teachings on gender relationships upon the early chapters of Genesis. When explaining how men and women should honor male headship in the meetings of the church, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:8–9, “For the man is not of the woman: but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man.” Again, in 1 Timothy 2:13–14, he said that “Adam was first formed, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the transgression.”

      We must ask ourselves, why did Christ and Paul refer to Adam and Eve when addressing these questions? They grounded their teaching in the Creator’s original design for men and women, especially in regard to marriage (Matt. 19:4). God’s providence toward Adam in paradise teaches us God’s will for mankind precisely because Adam truly was God’s first human creation. Straight from the Master’s hands, pristine and unblemished by sin and the fall, Adam is a revelation of God’s will for human relationships.

      If we rip the Genesis account out of the flow of history and regard it as a myth, it loses its authority to reveal God’s will for all mankind. However, if we view Adam as the first man God created, then we are able to apply the Old Testament in the same way that Jesus and Paul did to illuminate what it means to be male and female. In this age, when the church is so ravaged by moral relativism, militant feminism, and homosexual activism, we are blessed to have a solid basis for our sexual ethics in God’s creation ordinances.

      The Historical Adam Is the Agent of Mankind’s Fall

      How do we explain the sin and misery of the human race? Paul writes in Romans 5:12, “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned.” Later, in verse 17, he says, “By one man’s offence death reigned by one.” Robert Yarbrough says that Adam “is as integral to the logic of redemption in this passage as Christ is.”32 Yarbrough also considers Paul’s references to Adam in his first epistle to the saints in Corinth (1 Cor. 15:22, 45) when he writes, “At a climactic juncture of this epistle, in chapter 15 with its restatement of the gospel message (vv. 1–9) and insistence on the reality of the resurrection, Paul adduces Adam as a central plank in his rhetorical, apologetic, and theological platform.”33 It is no small matter to deny that “in Adam’s fall, we sinned all.”34

      In Romans 5, Paul is elaborating the doctrine of the fall of man, a doctrine attested in Old Testament statements such as Ecclesiastes 7:29: “Lo, this only have I found, that God hath made man upright; but they have sought out many inventions” (cf. Job 31:33; Hos. 6:7 KJV mg.). Paul views Adam’s fall as a real event in history (2 Cor. 11:3; 1 Tim. 2:14), and one that determined the shape of all the history that followed.

      It has been argued that “the Adam of Paul was not the historical Adam,” but that he saw Adam as a literary figure designed to show us that sin leads to death.35 However, Paul writes in Romans 5:14 that “death reigned from Adam to Moses.” Francis Schaeffer commented, “Adam, it is obvious, is viewed as being just as historic as Moses. If this were not the case, Paul’s argument would be meaningless.”36 John Murray (1898–1975) commented that denying “the fall as a literal happening . . . wrecks Paul’s whole argument.”37

      The historical fall of man is pivotal to Christianity. The death of men and women was not God’s original design for his “very good” creation. Death came from Adam’s historical fall. But if there was no Adam, then we have suffered the agonies and grief of death from our beginning as a race.38 And if death and disaster did not arise from the judgment of God upon Adam’s sin, how did they come into God’s creation? Did God create a world of evil? Is God perhaps not the all-powerful Creator of all things, but only one limited influence among others? The fall of Adam is a hinge upon which our doctrines of creation and God turn. If we break the hinge, the whole system of biblical doctrine collapses.

      Furthermore, without Adam’s historical fall, we lose the doctrine of original sin, the teaching that the guilt of Adam’s sin is imputed to us and the pollution of sin is inherited by us. We are most likely to replace it with the evolutionary idea that mankind is gradually improving.39 To affirm such a notion, we must reject the doctrinal heritage of the Christian church and embrace Pelagianism. We must then reject the teaching of the Bible that all men are under sin’s dominion (Rom. 3:9; 5:21; 6:14, 17). The consequence is liberalism’s so-called gospel, as Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962) described it: “A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a cross.”40

      The Historical Adam Is a Type of Mankind’s Savior

      A “type” is a historical person, event, or institution designed by God to foreshadow Christ and his kingdom in a way that is imperfect yet illuminating. The biblical basis for this language is Romans 5:14: “Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come” (ESV). Paul goes on in Romans 5 to show that whereas condemnation and death fell on those in Adam because of his sin and disobedience, “much more” did justification and life come to those in Christ because of Christ’s obedience.

      Paul makes the same comparison in 1 Corinthians 15 when discussing Christ’s resurrection. He writes in verses 21–22, “Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.” In verse 45, he speaks of “the first man Adam” and “the last Adam.” In fact, in verse 47, he speaks of “the first man” and “the second man” as if no one else had ever lived. There may also be allusions to Adam in Paul’s description of Christ as the Image of God.41

      Luke indicates that Christ is like Adam when, as we saw, he traces Christ’s genealogy back to Adam, “the son of God,” just after Christ was proclaimed “my beloved Son” by the Father’s heavenly voice (Luke 3:22–23, 38). Just after presenting this genealogy, Luke records the temptation of Christ by the Devil in the wilderness, just as Adam was tempted in the garden. However, Christ stood against all temptation, whereas Adam fell.

      The historical Adam is firmly embedded in the Bible’s doctrine of Christ.42 Paul is not using the history of Adam as an instructive parable. He describes the two great figures in history upon whom everything hangs. If there was no real Adam, then Paul’s theology collapses. The apostle would then be profoundly mistaken, not just in his understanding of Adam but in his doctrine of Christ’s work. On the contrary, we believe that Paul was inspired of God, an apostle whose message did not come from man but was revealed to Paul by Christ himself (Gal. 1:12).

      Adam and Biblical Authority

      Let us suppose that someone still insists that though he believes the Bible to be God’s Word and accepts its doctrines of man and salvation, he does not believe that Adam was a real, historical figure as Genesis describes him. This position raises serious questions about the Bible itself.

      The Danger of Subjecting God’s Word to Human Skepticism

      The first set of questions pertains to the authority of biblical history. On what basis should we believe that Abraham, Moses, or David was a real person? They also appear in historical narratives in the Bible, they are listed in genealogies, and they are spoken of as real people by our Lord Jesus. If that evidence is insufficient to prove that Adam was a historical figure, why should we believe that any of these people were historical figures?

      Once we deny the historicity of Adam, we trigger an earthquake that sends a tsunami of skepticism surging over the Bible, wiping out its historical reliability. Nor can we build a seawall that will keep this tidal wave out of the New Testament. We understand that there are some people who deny Adam but still confess Christ. However, we must ask: On what basis can you say Adam was a myth but be sure Christ was real? If you deny Adam’s historicity, what is to keep you from denying Christ’s historical birth, life, death, and resurrection?

      Biblical history is not like Aesop’s fables, charming stories that we can apply to ourselves by way of analogy. Rather, the Bible is telling us our history for our good, just as knowing your family history can help you to understand your life today. As one author said, when we read the Bible, “we must understand that we dwell in the same history.”43 C. John Collins says that the Bible gives us “a grand narrative or worldview story,” and each of the people of God should see himself as “an heir of this story, with all its glory and shame; as a steward of the story, responsible to pass it on to the next generation; and as a participant, whose faithfulness could play a role, in God’s mysterious wisdom, in the story’s progress.”44 As both a human being and a fallen sinner, you are what you are because of what Adam was and what Adam did.

      We must honestly face what the text of Holy Scripture is claiming, whether or not we like it or can square it with the prevailing views of science. As Edward Young said, it is far more honest to say, “Genesis purports to be a historical account, but I do not believe that account,” than it is to say, “I believe that Genesis is true” while actually believing that it is mythology.45

      The Danger of Subordinating God’s Word to Human Science

      Calvin said that God gave us the Scriptures as eyeglasses to help us see and properly understand his general revelation of himself and his ways.46 We need these corrective lenses because our sin-clouded eyes naturally distort what we see in the world. However, those who deny Adam also deny that the Bible speaks authoritatively about scientific matters.47 Rather, they regard science as the eyeglasses with which we should read Scripture, using scientific knowledge to sift out God’s message from the errors of the ancient community of faith.48

      This results in the view that God did not breathe his truth into the details of Scripture, but inspired only its core theological message.49 For example, Richard Carlson and Tremper Longman say, “The sacred author was not as concerned about factual details as he was about clearly presenting theological concepts understandable by his intended audience.”50 This is a far cry from the position taken by the Lord Jesus, who said, “The scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35).

      Those who deny that Adam truly existed may affirm that “the Bible is the inspired and authoritative word of God.”51 However, they mean something different from what evangelical and Reformed Christians historically have meant by such a claim. They do not hold to biblical inerrancy, but believe that the Bible contains errors and false teachings derived from the cultures and times in which it was written. They also do not affirm the Bible’s supreme authority to resolve religious controversies. Instead, they believe that the Bible must submit to the ever-changing theories of science. Ironically, even as they reject some biblical teachings as the notions of ancient cultures, they impose on the Bible other ideas from modern culture. They believe that rather than absolute divine authority governing our faith, we have only the relative authority of human culture and opinion.

      For example, Peter Enns readily acknowledges that the apostle Paul believed that Adam must have been just as real as Jesus Christ. But he says that we need not follow Paul’s view, for he was an “ancient man,” and today we know better.52 He also teaches that Paul intentionally twisted the meaning of the Old Testament Scriptures in order to fit his gospel message, “reworking the past to speak to the present.”53 Enns says that the Pentateuch was not written by Moses, but was composed piecemeal and brought together after the exile, several centuries after the exodus from Egypt.54 He rebukes conservative evangelicals for believing that if the Bible is God’s Word, then it must “be historically accurate in all its details.”55 Instead, God “adopted mythic categories” from the ancient world, myths we may now discard so long as we retain the spiritual truth they contain.56 These are clear and sobering examples of how denying the reality of Adam puts a person on a trajectory to denying the full trustworthiness of the Holy Scriptures.

      The Danger of Shrinking God’s Word to Human Experience

      Some who take this route may not realize that they are departing from the path of biblical orthodoxy and are following the unbiblical road of neoorthodoxy. Emil Brunner (1889–1966), a noted neoorthodox theologian, said that the biblical account of creation is “not a theory of the way in which the world came into existence,” but only a summons to know God as Lord and Creator.57 Thus, according to Brunner, the Adam of Genesis 2 cannot be separated from ancient beliefs about the universe, and in light of our modern scientific understanding, we cannot regard him as a real individual.58 For Brunner, paradise is “myth,” not “historical fact.”59 Likewise, the account of the fall is not about a historical event, but is a revelation of man’s conflict with God, a truth not about “a certain man called Adam, who lived so many thousand years ago, but of myself, and of yourself, and of everyone else in the world.”60 Millard Erickson writes, “In many ways Brunner’s approach likens the creation account to a parable.”61

      We must recognize that according to neoorthodoxy’s approach to divine revelation, the Bible is not the Word of God, but man’s fallible witness to God’s Word. The Word of God, in this view, is an experience of encountering God in Jesus Christ.62 This experience results in doctrine. Like theological liberalism, neoorthodoxy reduces divine revelation to human experience. This leaves us uncertain as to what we should believe about the Lord and his ways.63 It also places us at odds with Jesus Christ, who said that the words of the prophets and his words were all eternal truth (Matt. 5:18; 24:35).64

      One of the great problems involved in the denial of the historical Adam is that it separates the message of the Word of God from the history it records.65 This separation destroys the credibility of its message. The Bible tells us the gospel, which means “good news.” It is a message about events that happened and their happy consequences. Without the events, there is no news to tell. As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 15:17, “If Christ be not raised, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins.” In the end, if we undermine the Bible’s historical foundations, then the whole of Christianity collapses into subjective opinions and feelings. Feelings, however, cannot save us.

      Brunner’s approach raises serious questions about the clarity and veracity of the Bible. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that ancient readers and hearers of Scripture would have taken Genesis at face value as a historical narrative. Was that not God’s intent? Why else would God have presented matters in this way? If people can explain the basic ideas of evolution to children,66 surely God could have done the same for the men and women of ancient Israel. He could have revealed that he created life by a long, slow process, that he conferred human souls upon existing animals, and that he made many human beings at first instead of just one. He did not reveal any of this, however, but in direct contradiction to it, he revealed his creation of the first man and woman.

      Furthermore, if the Bible is cultural dressing wrapped around divine truth, or a human witness to a divine encounter, then how can we be sure which part is the husk and which is the kernel? What one generation embraces as authentic Christianity could very well be rejected by another generation as merely time-bound human culture. Amid such uncertainty, the Bible is not treated as having divine authority, nor can it be called God’s Word without equivocation. Over time, the kernel shrinks and Christianity becomes a hollow shell into which men pour their own ideas. It is far better to submit to the written Word of God and allow it to fill us with the knowledge of the truth.

      In summary, both the history and theology taught by the Bible call us to believe in the historical person of Adam as depicted in Genesis. Without Adam, we undermine the doctrinal foundation of such important truths as the nobility, unity, sexuality, and depravity of mankind. Adam’s historical fall is the counterpart of Christ’s historical work of salvation. Philip Ryken says, “The logical and long-term effect of denying the existence of Adam is to weaken the church’s grip on central biblical truths that make a difference in daily life.”67 This is because the denial of Adam’s reality as an individual person introduces a hermeneutic of suspicion into our approach to the Bible. It sets aside the plain meaning of the inspired text and subordinates its authority to the opinions of mere men.

      Sing to the Lord

      Trusting in God’s Word in a Deceitful World

      O Lord, be Thou my helper true,

      For just and godly men are few;

      The faithful who can find?

      From truth and wisdom men depart,

      With flatt’ring lips and double heart

      They speak their evil mind.

      The lips that speak, the truth to hide,

      The tongues of arrogance and pride,

      That boastful words employ,

      False-speaking tongues that boast their might,

      That own no law, that know no right,

      Jehovah will destroy.

      Because the poor are sore oppressed,

      Because the needy are distressed,

      And bitter are their cries,

      The Lord will be their helper strong;

      To save them from contempt and wrong

      Jehovah will arise.

      Jehovah’s promises are sure,

      His words are true, His words are pure

      As silver from the flame.

      Though base men walk on ev’ry side,

      His saints are safe, whate’er betide,

      Protected by His Name.

      Psalm 12

      Tune: Bremen

      The Psalter, No. 21

      Or Tune: Colwyn Bay

      Trinity Hymnal—Baptist Edition, No. 45

      Questions for Meditation or Discussion

      1. Explain and answer the following objections to a historical Adam.

      
        	the meaning of “Adam”

        	Genesis 1–3 and Israel

        	Genesis 1 and 2

        	the Serpent’s activity

      

      2. Why is the doctrine of a real Adam in history important for our view of the following?

      
        	human nature

        	the unity of the human race despite differences of color and ethnicity

        	God’s design for men and women

      

      3. How would the loss of the historical Adam affect the Christian doctrine of sin?

      4. If Adam were not a real man, then what would that imply about Paul’s theology of Christ as the last Adam?

      5. What would the denial of Adam’s historicity logically imply about the rest of the Bible’s historical accounts—including the life of Christ?

      6. If we interpret Adam to be a myth or metaphor on the basis of scientific theories, then what authority have we given scientists over the Bible? What does that imply about the Bible?

      7. What was Emil Brunner’s approach to the Bible’s account of Adam? How did that fit Brunner’s view of divine revelation? If we adopt his approach, where will it lead us?

      8. What difference does it make to you personally whether Adam was a real man? If you discovered that he was not real, would it affect your faith and obedience? Why or why not?

      Questions for Deeper Reflection

      9. How can we discern whether a narrative in the Bible is historical narrative, a parable for spiritual truth, or history expressed in metaphorical language? Give some examples from the Scriptures.

      10. When debating this issue with someone, he says, “I don’t need to worry about whether Genesis is historical or legendary. I know Jesus Christ. He is enough for me.” How do you respond?
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