THE CREATING SPIRIT

(1) HOVERING AND SPEAKING: THE SPIRIT AND THE UNIVERSE

Genesis 1:1 makes the fundamental affirmation on which our whole world view is built.  The one living God created everything around, above and beneath us.  The whole universe exists because God made it.

Genesis 1:2 gives us our first picture of creation in its earliest state, “Now the earth was formless (tohu) and empty (bohu), darkness was over the surface of the deep… “ It was an earth as yet devoid of order; “and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters”.  The Hebrews word translated “Spirit” (= ruach) can also mean wind or breath (things that are unseen, but still very powerful).  The Spirit of God was “hovering over the waters”.  This word for “hovering” is used in Deuteronomy 32:11 of an eagle with its young.  Just as an eagle hovers in the sky, poised, alert and watchful, ready to catch its fledglings, so the Spirit of God hovered over the ocean, poised and ready.
In Genesis 1:3, God spoke into the darkness.  There is a close link throughout the Scriptures between the Spirit and the word of God (Psalm 33:6; Ephesians 6:17; John 6:63).

Psalm 33 includes a powerful reflection on God as creator, and the role of His word and His breath in creation.  The Psalm begins by celebrating the transforming power of the word of God.  In verses 4 and 5, we hear language that comes from the great exodus deliverance, when God brought Israel out of the injustice and oppression of their slavery in Egypt, and proved His faithful love to them.

“For the word of the Lord is right and true; 

He is faithful in all He does.

The Lord loves righteousness and justice;

The earth is full of his unfailing love”. 
The Psalmist affirms that God’s word deals in what is right and true, faithful and just, and ultimately fills the earth (not just Israel) with God’s love. But how can the word of God to a little nation like Israel be a word for the whole earth?  The answer is in verses 6 to 9.  It is because Yahweh, who Israel knows as their national redeemer, is also the universe’s creator.  The God of Israel is able to transform the world because He is the creator of the world.  So anticipation of what He is able to do in the future is firmly based on knowing what He’s already done through His word in the past.

So in verses 6 to 9, the Psalmist echoes the great creation narrative, by combining the word of God with the breath of His mouth, and also by combining the great created realties in the same order as in Genesis 1 – the heavens, the waters and then the earth.

“By the word of the Lord were heavens made,

their starry host by the breath of His mouth.

He gathers the waters of the sea into jars;

He puts the deep into store houses.

Let all the earth fear the Lord;

let all the people of the world revere Him

For He spoke, and it came to be;

He commanded, and it stood firm”.

By including all three great orders of creation – the sky, the sea, the earth – the Psalmist challenges our fallen human tendency to turn any or all of them into things we worship, in place of their creator. By implication he also challenges world views that spring from such idolatries.  Our entire world came about through the divine word and the work of the Spirit of God, the product of the breath of His mouth. The Spirit is the one through whom the living God spoke the universe into existence and brought light, order and fullness to the world we now inhabit.  He is, as the Nicene Creed says, “the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life”.

(2)  SUSTAINING AND RENEWING: THE SPIRIT AND THE EARTH

Old Testament Israelites spent little time reflecting on how the world began.  Genesis 1 and 2 answered those questions. But they did wonder how the world was continually sustained, restored and rejuvenated, and recognised the hand of God in that amazing process

Other civilisations attributed these natural processes to whatever gods they worshipped.  The Canaanites had a rich mythology of gods and goddesses through which they explained the cycle of seasons and the annual need for rain and sun and fertility.  One major Canaanite myth told of the great battle between Baal (god of life and fertility) and Mot (god of death).  Initially Baal is slain (just as the season of growth and fertility comes to an end).  But then, with the help of his consort, Asherah, he is brought back to life again, and so spring and harvest come round again.
But for the Israelites, all life on earth was sustained by the Spirit of God.  They not only worshipped one God only - their covenant God Yahweh, but they also affirmed that Yahweh alone was God.  “You were shown these things” said Moses to the Israelites, speaking of the exodus and their encounter with God at Sinai, “so that you might know that Yahweh is God…. in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other …” (Deuteronomy 4:35,39).  For that reason they understood that all life on earth was sustained and renewed by the Spirit of the one living God.  If it were not for the life sustaining Spirit of God, life would be instantly extinct.

“If it were (God’s) intention

and He withdrew His spirit and breath,

all mankind would perish together

and man would return to the dust.”


Job 34:14,15

In Psalm 104, after listing the wonders God has made, the Psalmist pauses almost in amazement:

“How many are Your works, O Lord!

In wisdom You made them all;

the earth is full of Your creatures”.


Psalm 104:24

Then he goes on to consider the way God sustains and provides for all He has made.  There is no place here for Deism, the belief that once God created the cosmos, He stepped back to let it run on without His personal involvement.  In the Hebrew world of thought and worship, God was never remote and distant from the natural world.  On the contrary, He was actively present in sustaining everything that lives and breathes on His planet, and He did this through His Spirit: 

“These all look to You

to give them their food at the proper time.

When You give it to them,

they gather it up;

when You open Your hand,

they are satisfied with good things.

When You hide Your face,

they are terrified;

when You take away their breath,

they die and return to the dust.

When You sent Your Spirit

they are created,

and You renew the face of the earth.”


Psalm 104:27-30

So the creator Spirit is also the provider Spirit.  God not only brings all things into existence, He also sustains all things by His power.  This great truth was also affirmed by Jesus, not about the Holy Spirit directly, but about the heavenly Father.  It was God Himself, Jesus reminded His hearers, who clothed the grass of the field and adorned the lilies.  It was God who fed the ravens and knew when even a sparrow died (Luke 12:22-28; Matthew 10:29).  And if our Father cared so much about the smallest items in His creation, how much more must He care for us.  Jesus knew that if God was everywhere present through His Spirit in the whole of creation, no one could ever get lost from God (Psalm 139:7).  So the truth of the universal sustaining, providing, caring role of the Spirit of God in creation is a heart warming reassurance of our personal security and of  provision for our practical needs.

Although Old Testament believers could draw the same conclusions, they affirmed this truth for its own sake.  God, through His Spirit, had created, and continually sustained, all that exists.  And He did so for creation’s own sake and for His own glory.  We think “God cares for me, and He also cares for creation”.  But the order should really be “God cares for creation and amazingly, He cares for me.”  Similarly, we might think how we should “care for the environment.”  In reality (from God’s perspective), it’s the environment that cares for us.  The environment is God’s creation, and if He did not continuously sustain and renew it, we would not long survive within it.  The world we live in is not only the product of the Spirit of God through His almighty word in creation, but it is also the arena of His constant presence, surveillance and sustenance.

So the Bible affirms the whole of creation, and affirms that the whole God, including His Spirit, is involved in its origin, sustenance and future.  Our God is a God of the whole creation. He made it; He sustains it; He loves it.  This holistic worldview dramatically affects how we view:
(a)  Science

Science had its origin in the biblical world view that the universe is a rational unity that can be understood, because the consistency of its law and processes comes from the mind of the one who created it.  Western science, by and large, affirms that the universe is no more than a product of expanding energy, a self sustaining bio-system that exists for human use and exploitation.  Despite this, in all that we call “natural processes”, God continues to be actively involved through His Spirit.  The whole of creation is intimately linked to the glory of God – to His reality, His substance, His God-ness.  Isaiah heard the angels proclaiming “The whole earth is full of His glory” (Isaiah 6:3), or as it can equally be translated “the fullness of the earth is His glory”.  Creation reflects God so completely, that the Psalmist, having affirmed the renewing power of the Spirit of God could write:
“May the glory of the Lord endure forever

may the Lord rejoice in his works”  


Psalm 104:31

To have seen God’s works ( = His creation) is to have seen the enduring glory of God.

(b) Ecology

If all life on earth is sustained by God and loved by God, then our failure to care for creation through dedicated and scientifically well accredited conservation work, may grieve the Holy Spirit in a way that parallels a lack of personal sanctification.  Wilful and careless destruction of any part of this earth that God has given us must grieve the Holy Spirit, who is its creator and sustainer.

(3) BREATHING AND LEAVING: THE SPIRIT AND HUMANITY

Genesis 2:7 describes the creation of the first human being.

“The Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his

nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being”.
The inbreathing of God into Adam did not create in him an immortal soul to distinguish him from the animals.  Very similar wording is used in Genesis 1:30 to describe all the animals and birds (cf. Genesis 6:17).  “Breath of life” refers simply to the common life of all animals that breathe.  Similarly the phrase “living creature” (soul) is not unique to human beings, having been used in Genesis 1:20,21,24 to describe the rest of the animal creation (cf. Genesis 7:4).

The purpose of Genesis 2:7 is not to distinguish us from animals, but to connect us with God.  The words “God … breathed into his nostrils”, speaks of intimacy, and in scriptures like Ezekiel 37:9,10,14, the “breath of God” is used to describe the Spirit of God.

As human beings, we are creatures who, like all other mammals, have the breath of life.  But we are also uniquely created in God’s own image, and with special tender intimacy, have been “made alive” with the breath of God.  It is this work of the Spirit in human life that makes human life special (cf. Job 27:3,4; 32:8; 33:4).

But as the Genesis story proceeds, sin enters and we rebel.  We disobey God and choose to believe a lie.  We trust ourselves and reject the moral authority of the creator.  In Genesis 6:3, God makes a statement to the effect that the length of human life will be shortened:

“My Spirit will not contend with man forever, for he is mortal; his days will be

one hundred and twenty years”.

Human beings do not possess “natural immortality”.  We live as long as we are given life by God’s Spirit.  In a very real way, all human life is energised by the Spirit of God.  We are alive and breathing in God’s world.  But we only live as long as that Spirit remains.  When God withdraws that Spirit, we revert to what we are – flesh, and we return to what we are made from – dust.  This is echoed in Ecclesiastes’ reflection on human death as the moment when “the dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit (Spirit) returns to God who gave it”  (Ecclesiastes 12:7).

So the paradox of the relationship between the Spirit of God and human life on earth in the Old Testament is this: on the one hand we have the breath of life (physical life) which we share with all other living creatures on the planet.  But on the other hand we are spiritually dead in our rebellion against God, and destined to die in the end when that life giving Spirit leaves – as destined to die physically as we are already dead spiritually.  Life and breath are the gift of God’s Spirit.  But when the Spirit leaves, breathing stops, and our mortality asserts itself.

God promised, even in the Old Testament, to give new life, new hearts and a new spirit, but it is not until the New Testament that we see how this promise is fulfilled through Christ and the Spirit.

(4)  GROANING AND BIRTHING: THE SPIRIT AND THE NEW CREATION

“The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.  For the creation was subject to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.  Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies.… In the same way, the Spirit helps us in or weakness.  We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express.  And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, 

because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will”.


Romans 8:19-23,26,27

This passage links the resurrection of Christ with our own bodily resurrection and the redemption of the whole creation, and each with the Spirit.  The keyword in Paul’s description is “groaning”.  It is the groaning of labour pains, knowing there is a birth coming. We live in a world of sin and rebellion, but this old world is the womb of the new creation – to be brought to birth through Christ and the Spirit.

(a)  Creation is groaning (v.22)

Creation is groaning because of our sin which has subjected it to frustration in its

prime purpose of giving glory to God (cf. Hosea 4:1-3).  But the groaning Paul is describing is the groaning of childbirth.  The new creation is already gestating in the womb of the old.  The pain of creation now is in anticipation of, and a guarantee of the birth which is to come.  Once the labour pains have begun, the birth is unstoppable.

(b)  We are groaning (v.23)

We groan in longing for that new creation which will mean the redemption of our bodies. Paul’s expectation is wholly creational.  He never sees salvation as escaping out of creation into a more “spiritual” state.  This was a Greek philosophical idea prevalent in Paul’s day.  Paul instead saw God’s redemption embracing His whole creation, and the resurrection of Christ was the first fruits of what would follow.  Human beings will need new bodies to inhabit the new creation. Christ’s resurrection body is the prototype for the redemption of our bodies.  Our transformation is into the likeness of the risen Christ.

(c) The Spirit is groaning (v.26)
He is groaning within us as we live and pray – still living in the midst of this old creation, with all its confusion and struggle, yet living also as the first fruits, the advance guard, of the new creation.  As Christians we are already participating in a reality that is still awaiting its full birthing in the future (2 Corinthians 5:17).

So the New Testament concept of suffering (Romans 8:18) is not a “stick it out until you die and then you go to heaven”, but rather a recognition that God is bringing forth a new creation, redeemed by Christ and birthed by the Holy Spirit.  If we are in Christ, then we are indwelt by that same Spirit, and are already a part of that new creation.  Along with this wonderful old creation, we wait with impatient eagerness for the birth.
(5)  CONCLUSION

The Holy Spirit who lives in us, if we are children of God through faith in Christ, is the Spirit of God who hovered over the very beginning of God’s creation as it was spoken into existence.  The universe owes its very being to the Holy Spirit.

The Spirit of God is the one who has been constantly sustaining and renewing the creation ever since.

The Holy Spirit is the one who gives life to every breathing mortal creature on planet Earth, and who is the energy behind every breath we take in this life.  And He is the one who gives eternal life to our mortal self, if we have put our faith in the crucified and risen Christ.

The Holy Spirit is the mid wife of God’s new creation in which we will live in resurrection bodies as God’s new redeemed humanity, and in which we will serve Him and His creation as we were intended to.

(This study was inspired by “Knowing the Holy Spirit Through The Old Testament” by Christopher Wright, Monarch Books, 2006, pp. 13-34)
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