CREATION AND PROVIDENCE


1.  CREATION

(a)  by word and work

God created the world by His word and at the same time by His direct intervention.  He spoke and the world was made (Genesis 1; Psalm 3:6).  But Genesis 1:2,3 also speaks of the Spirit hovering (the same word used in Deuteronomy 32:11 of an eagle hovering over her young), and Genesis 2:7,8 shows God making (yatsar) man and planting the garden.  Creation by the word, stresses God’s transcendence. The job of creating the world contained no struggle for God, as it so often does in Near Eastern mythology.  God’s word was at the beginning, and continues to be, the basis of continuity between God and His work.  At the same time, the image of the Spirit (or breath) of God in Genesis 1:2 suggests the intimacy of God’s involvement in creation (His immanence). This serves as a prelude for the personal relationship God will sustain with creation.

(b)  ex nihilo
This Latin term ( = from nothing) is often used as a shorthand description of the belief that God used no previously existing material to create the world.  The Hebrew word used here for “create” ( = bara) is only ever used of divine creation and means ‘bringing into existence something new’, whether the initial moment (Isaiah 48:3,7), or the patient work of bringing something to perfection (Genesis 2:1-4).  

(c)  note on two accounts of creation

      The first two chapters of Genesis contain two complimentary accounts of creation.  The first (1:1–2:4a) is taken by critical scholars to belong to the late (Priestly or P) source, while the second (2:4b–25) to the J (Jahwist) tradition.  A more realistic view is that the material all comes from the Mosaic period and reflects two perspectives on creation (perhaps coming form two older traditions) that complement each other.

In the first account the approach is more systematic and the scope is cosmic.  The emphasis is on the creative word as the means of creation, and so on God’s transcendence over creation.  It is progressive in nature leading up to the creation of man and woman as the climax.  Though the intent is not scientific, the order of creation in general parallels the order that geology assigns for the relative age of the earth and its inhabitants.
In the second account, as though with a zoom lens, we focus in on humanity in its unique environment.  The work of God is seen on a more intimate scale and compared to the work of a potter at his wheel.  The Hebrew word used in Genesis 2:7 (= yatsar) means to shape or to form, and was commonly used of a craftsman (particularly a potter) and implied both skill (Psalm 94:9) and sovereignty (Isaiah 29:16).  God plants a garden for man, instructs him, makes a helpmate (meaning ‘one standing over against’, to compliment).  History really begins in chapter 2 – a history of relationship between God and humanity.

(d)  Summary: the character of creation

Throughout the Old Testament, there is the constant assumption that creation is good.  God was the first to enjoy creation’s beauty and pronounced it very good (Genesis 1:31).  The idea is again repeated in Ezekiel 28:11-15 where the strength of the original perfection is implied.  The fall of course injured this perfection.  Although the influence of sin was thorough, it was not complete.  It did not alter the essential goodness of creation. 
It must be emphasised that there is no hint in the Old Testament that creation was imperfect because it was material.  In fact, the Old Testament describes the world being fashioned in such a way that it can become a vehicle of spiritual values, declaring the glory of God, reflecting His goodness in its own special way.  Neither God nor humanity is ever frustrated by its material, earthly character.
Not only is creation pictured as good in the Old Testament, it is pictured as specifically ordered to work toward ends that God has planned for it.  Though it has its own special character, God intends to work in it His purpose ( = to exhibit and express His glory:  Isaiah 6:3; Psalm 19).  From the beginning (Genesis 1:26-30) creation exhibits a symbiotic, cooperative interrelationship.  Humanity and creation work together to accomplish God’s good purpose.  The New Testament truth that all things work together for good for those who love God (Romans 8:28), is really based on the order that God made in creation, which is so often celebrated in the Old Testament (Isaiah 45:18,19).

This does not always happen ‘naturally’.  Sometimes God intervenes by miracles to restore the intended order.  Miracles in the Bible are easily seen as God’s restoring the ‘natural’ order of creation.  Psalm 104 praises the course of nature as an expression of God’s faithfulness concluding in v. 31, “Let the glory of the Lord endure forever; let the Lord be glad in His works”.  The arrangement of each part, as well as the whole, is to display His glory.  This may help us understand some otherwise “difficult” statements in the psalms.  Psalm 104:35 calls for “sinners (to) be consumed from the earth …” The psalmist is calling for creation’s purpose to triumph, in spite of evil people, so that creation be allowed to show God’s eternal glory.  Scriptures like these express the cry of someone who has had a glimpse of God’s great purpose and yearns for its triumph.

2. MYTH AND HISTORY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

In the sense spoken of here, ‘myth’ = a usually traditional story of ostensibly historical events that serves to unfold a part of the world view of a people.  In a broad sense, myth expresses a people’s understanding of reality. This understanding is not just facts, though it usually includes them, but of the inner meaning of those facts.  Myth expresses the force of communally expressed reality.  All people have their own particular myths that express the way they understand the world.  In the West, people imagine that history and nature are objective processes that they can study and control.  But to most people of Africa and Asia, the world is a living organism in which they are vitally involved.  To them, the Western picture is naïve because it sees people as spectators viewing events externally.

The people of biblical times also experienced the world in personal terms.  The weather expressed God’s favour or disfavour.  The heavens and the earth were all part of a grand drama which involved every person.

Some scholars feel that Old Testament writers occasionally borrowed Babylonian and Canaanite mythical elements to use in their picture of the world.  While some examples in Psalms are clearer, the use of such elements in the creation and flood stores are more controversial.  In Genesis 1:2 “the face of the deep” and “without form or void” are thought by some to be references to a chaos that existed before creation and with which God had to struggle to create.  In Psalm 74:13,14  God is pictured crushing the heads of Leviathan.  This is thought by some to be the same as Lotan, the dragon of Canaanite mythology.  In Canaanite writings, Baal says, “I have slain the crooked serpent, the foul-fanged with seven heads”.   Likewise in Isaiah 51:9 God cuts Rahab and pierces the dragon.  Job 7:12 may allude to Tiamat, who is kept in submission by Marduk. In the Babylonian account of creation these two “joined forces in battle.  Marduk spread wide his net … and enveloped her …”  Then Marduk holds her at bay by an evil wind.
Obviously, there are other scholars who take the whole paradise account, the flood, the sons of God (Genesis 6:2) and the prophets vision of paradise and fall (Isaiah 14:12-21) to be legends or myths without any factual reference.

That some Old Testament writers have borrowed from Canaanite or even Babylonian mythical elements in probably true, but this is not the whole story.  Even where and how these elements are incorporated shows a completely different approach to their original usages.
The consistent interpretation of Genesis 1:1,2 is that God created out of nothing.  But ‘nothingness’ is an abstract concept.  The usual solution to the problem of beginnings in Near Eastern mythology was to begin with two forces struggling for supremacy, with creation resulting from this struggle.  Sometimes the struggle was between Tiamat and Marduk, and sometimes between light and darkness. Occasionally there are hints of such a struggle in scripture (eg. Psalm 74:13,14), but in contrast to the myth, God is in no way threatened by any other power and always triumphs by His inexhaustible and irresistible power.  They are introduced not to suggest competition but to illustrate Yahweh’s extraordinary supremacy.  A parallel example in the New Testament is in Colossians 1:16 in which Christ is said to be above “thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities” ( = spiritual levels of reality as understood by the gnostics).  Paul is not agreeing with the gnostics, but is using their “order” to express Christ’s absolute Lordship. Similarly, any Old Testament allusions serve to remind Israel how much greater is their God than the gods of the heathen.  In Babylonian mythology, nothing is beyond the influence of chaos, but in Israel everything fled before God’s mighty voice.

In the Old Testament places take on special significance.  Zion or Jerusalem is compared with Eden (Isaiah 11:6-9) and is pictured as the earth’s centre (Psalm 48:1-3; Zechariah 14:10).  Is this mythology, because it isn’t factually true?  In the Old Testament, the quality (significance) of a place was what really mattered, and not its location. The quality of Zion and Eden were similar and so could be compared.  But again there is an important difference in the Hebrew view.  Jerusalem had to become the symbol of the new Eden in the course of history.  In the process of God’s working in the events of history, something new emerges – the fact and hope of Zion, which, while being like Eden, surpasses it in meaning.
It is clear then, on the one hand, that the Hebrews experienced the world in personal terms.  Since they knew God had revealed Himself as the sovereign creator and sustainer of the world, they could not experience any part of it without seeing it in relation to Him.  Its terrible elements – earthquakes, clouds, lightning, darkness and thunder – were seen to accompany His appearances (Psalm 18:8-16; 68:7-9).  Storms expressed His wrath (Psalm 29:3-9) and good weather His favour (Psalm 107:25-29).

On the other hand, it is wrong to conclude from this that some of the events celebrated by Israel in their “myths” (creation, the flood), are not factual.   The Old Testament focus on significance is meant to capitalise on these facts, not deny them.  They would not have felt the significance of these things if they did not understand that God did actually create the world, deliver Noah and rescue the children of Israel.  It is only in our Western world that we have allowed facts and meanings to be separated. The Old Testament understood them in their intimate relationship as both expressions of the faithfulness of God.  The account of Israel’s history, if it is to retain its full meaning, must be founded on actual events.

The world picture of the Hebrew is often described as quaint and unscientific.  This is true in part, but only because the Old Testament (as the New) used the language of everyday life.  We speak today of the sun rising and setting, and so should be careful of making ordinary speech the measure of scientific insight.  We know more of the vastness and complexity of the world than the Hebrews did, but the dimensions of the biblical God are not limited by inadequate descriptions of the physical world in the Old Testament.
For the Hebrew, the unity of creation is seen as the will of God.  There is no concept of nature as a self contained system.  The will of God is both the limit and source for the created order.  This meant that for Israel, reality could not be understood in the same way as in Near Eastern mythology.  It is history, that is, the order of events that God began and continues to direct, that gives meaning to the created order.  There is a natural process in creation, but its purpose is seen most fully in the direction given to it by the God of creation.  This direction is extended by the prophets to a new heaven and a new earth which will bring to a culmination both creation and history.  There God will show Himself completely sovereign.

In Mesopotamian mythology, the struggle between the gods provided the greatest sense of insecurity to the world order.  In Israel it was not God (or gods) but sin that threatened the created order, and that attracted God’s threatened judgement (Jeremiah 4:23-26; Zephaniah 1:2).  But God remained the ultimate source of security for His people and for the earth.  God was ultimately the perfector and not the enemy of the world.

3.  PROVIDENCE: GOD’S CONTINUING RELATIONSHIP TO CREATION

(a)  completion of creation

Genesis 2:2,3 implies that in some sense God ended His work.  But this does not mean God turned away from creation (as deists believe), but rather that He turned toward it.  God’s relationship to creation is changed, but is no less intimate.  God delighted in creation, pronouncing it ‘good’ and only then did He rest.  Theologically, this Sabbath rest becomes an important symbol of salvation - rest from one’s enemies, which Israel was one day to share; one day it will be enjoyed by all God’s people (Hebrews 4:9,10).

(b)  continuing care

From creation on, God continues to care for creation through His established processes that we wrongly call ‘natural laws’.  We misunderstand the Old Testament teaching if we see these laws as operating independently of God.  “In the process of time, the Spirit working through Nature, the command of God is fulfilled.  The laws of Nature, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, actualise over a period of time and through process, the plan of God.”  (Bernard Ramm).

The Old Testament picture is of God working in and through the order of nature to realise His purposes.  The image is a personal one.  God decrees the weather (Job 28:26), directs the paths of animals (Job 39:26), and gives them their food (Psalm 104:11,21).  We tend to dismiss this language as a metaphor.  In a sense it is, because the Old Testament sets itself against all forms of pantheism which identifies God as enmeshed and inseparable from His creation.  But at the same time, the most natural things we know in this world may be supernatural as well.  It might be difficult for us to see how there can be a real and regular process of nature in which God is also active. This may reflect our inadequate view of God, and our obviously inadequate understanding of the reality of nature as well.
(c)  levels of God’s care

It can be helpful to think of God’s activity in creation in terms of three levels:
(i)   at the first level is the original creation, which He made to show His glory.  


It was instantly made a material world out of ‘nothing’, and so perfectly 


reflected the wonder of creator God.

(ii)  growing out of this is what we call ‘providence’.  Having finished the original


creation, God continues to care for it, both in and through the life processes He

built into it. Though these processes operate on their own, they depend on God’s


upholding care.  There is significance even in this regularity, because God works


through it to bring people to repentance and to fellowship with Himself (Matthew


5:45). In Scripture there is the constant theme that the order of nature on which 


man depends is a revelation of God’s goodness, particularly His mercy and long


suffering (Psalm 19:2-4; Romans 2:4).  To those who scoff of Christ’s non-


appearance, saying nothing has changed since creation, Peter replies, “The Lord 


… is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish …”  (2 Peter 3:9)

 (iii) as well as forming and preserving an environment suited to humanity, God works


directly to bring about salvation.  God does not contradict what He has already


established, but He freely intervenes to control events in special ways.  In the


deliverance of God’s people from Egypt, there are floods, seas and winds used to 


accomplish a miraculous saving work (Exodus 15:5,8,10).

      All these are part of the many ways God spoke to His people (Hebrews 1:1).  In good    

      and bad, blessing and punishment, God works freely (Lamentations 3:37-39).  God  

      reveals His faithfulness in all these extraordinary events.  Jeremiah, in fact, likens the 

      covenant which has taken God’s miraculous intervention to establish and maintain, to 

      the order of creation, “If My covenant for day and night stand not, and the fixed 

      patterns of heaven and earth I have not established, then I would reject the 

      descendants of Jacob and David My servant, not taking form his descendants rulers 

      over the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob …”  (Jeremiah 33:25,26).

While we’ve distinguished the three levels of God’s care, they are not distinct.  They all reflect a single, purposeful will of a personal God.  God has a single program, which as we see in the prophets, extends to embrace the whole world (Isaiah 2:2-4).

(This study is a summary of Themes in Old Testament Theology by William Dyrness, Inter-Varsity Press, [1977], pp. 63-76, with some added material)
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