Firm Foundations: In the Beginning (Genesis 1:1-2:3; 7/9/08)
Introduction

The story is told of the C17th scientist Isaac Newton. He was in an orchard and noticed an apple falling from a tree. He was prompted to ask the question: why does the apple fall down, rather than float away? He went on to establish the law of universal gravitation. Newton didn’t invent the law; he discovered it! He explained why the apple, and every other object, falls down! It’s always nice when things can be explained. It’s nice to have answers to our questions. We can’t help asking questions. During a storm last week we saw the lightening flash and then heard the thunder. Why is it in that order? Science can explain that the speed of light travels faster than the speed of sound. Astrophysicist, Stephen Hawking writes: We find ourselves in a bewildering world. We want to make sense of what we see around us and to ask: What is the nature of the universe? What is our place in it? Where did it and we come from? Why is it the way it is? (A brief history of time). You might be thinking, “I’m not interested in storms and science! I have questions of my own – why am I sad or happy? What makes me frustrated or fulfilled? Why do I feel guilty or good, lonely or lost?”

That’s why I want to begin a short series on the book of Genesis. It’s a book about answers to many questions that science is not qualified to answer. Newton can explain scientifically why the apple falls down, but where does the apple come from? Where does gravity come from? Where do we come from? Why are we here? What is our purpose? Genesis provides us with answers, if we’re willing to listen. It’s a book about origins, and therefore lays some solid foundations for life in this world. Why believe this account? Jesus did (Mt 19:4). It’s perfectly reasonable to believe in a Creator (c.f. Anthony Flew’s recent change of position from atheist to theist, in his book: There is a God, 1/11/07). 
The book of Genesis doesn’t begin with us, but with God. He is mentioned 32 times in the opening section! So let’s start there. Imagine that you are reading this chapter for the first time. What do you learn about God from these words?

1) A Powerful God

He’s powerful because he has always existed. In the beginning must refer to the beginning of the universe, not God’s beginning. Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting (Psalm 90:2). He’s powerful because we see him creating the whole universe just by speaking! That’s what the word fiat means: it speaks of a decree. He’s powerful because he does it alone! He’s powerful because he is separate from and doesn’t depend upon creation, whereas everything else does: plants, animals and humans need ‘food’ and the right environment for life. The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth…and he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else (Acts 17:24). This is the God of the bible.
King Canute reigned in England in C11th. According to legend he went down to the sea shore, sat upon his throne and commanded the tide to stop! Of course the waves kept advancing. Was he foolish or arrogant? Canute wanted to show that, though the deeds of kings might appear 'great' in the minds of men, they were as nothing in the face of God's power. "Let all men know how empty and worthless is the power of kings. For there is none worthy of the name but God, whom heaven, earth and sea obey". Canute was wise and right!
This means we should worship God and not his creation. Pantheism claims that God is in everything: For many Asians, we see God in the wind, in the fire, in the tree, in the ocean. We are living with god, it is just energy…it is in the sun, in the ocean…If you feel very tired…what you do is to go to a big tree and ask the tree, “Give me some of your energy!” (Chung Kyun Kyung, Atheists? Blanchard p38). It’s popular in much Western thought too! But nature is not God! You may not be tempted to worship a tree, but you might be tempted to worship a person or a team! To do so is wrong. It also means that we should fear God. He doesn’t need us, but we need him: in him we live and move and have our being (Acts 17:28). That should humble us. All our plans and efforts come to nothing without his power and permission.  
2) A Purposeful God

Everything God does has a purpose. He’s the great architect and builder. Notice the pattern of form and fulness: day one - light and darkness; day 4 – sun, moon and stars; day 2 – sea and sky; day 5 – fish and birds; day 3 – land and plants; day 6 – animals and humans. There’s a beautiful order to God’s work. Pagan views of the beginnings of the world are quite different. The Babylonian creation myth tells how the gods fought with each other, and thus the world was ‘thrown up’ through conflict. But the God of the bible loves order and purpose. He creates a cosmos, not a chaos. This enables scientists to study, because God has established ‘laws of nature’. This theme of God’s purpose runs right through the bible. God works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will (Ephesians 1:11). God is working out his plans throughout the history of the world. 

Imagine that you own a Fiat car, and you live next door to a man who works in the Fiat factory. One day your car breaks down, so you speak to your neighbour about it. He says, “Why are you speaking to me? Yes, I made the car, but once it leaves the factory, it’s got nothing to do with me!” He may be right, but God isn’t like that! A few centuries ago we had the Deists. They believed in a god, but not one who had a purpose for the world. They likened the universe to a clock, and God to the clock-maker. He wound up the clock and then let it tick away, without any further interference. God isn’t like that.    

Therefore life has purpose; we are not here by accident. God created this world and continually sustains it. He has a purpose and is involved. You might ask, “Then why does the world seem so chaotic at times? What about all the wars, earthquakes, hurricanes and floods?” The answer to that question comes in Genesis 3, as we’ll see later. Still, God has a plan. History is not meaningless:  

In the world’s despair and turmoil, one firm anchor holding fast

God is King, his throne eternal, God the first and God the last

You might ask, “Why does my life seem so pointless?” The people in the bible who fully realise their purpose are those who know God, who love and serve him. If you are striving for purpose without reference to the God then you will miss it. 

3) A Pleasure-loving God

Notice the repeated phrase: And God saw that it was good (vs9, 12, 18, 21, 25), concluding with: and it was very good. God is like an artist taking pleasure in each stage of his creation picture. He loves variety – making all kinds of plants and trees. He loves beauty – as seen in the stars and planets. He loves wonder – as seen in the sea creatures and animals. He loves the pleasure of sharing and giving – as he creates humans to enjoy his world, with all its sights, tastes and smells. On the seventh day God stops creating and it seems takes pleasure in reflecting upon his work. Is this how you think of God? Or is your view twisted? Paul proclaims the true God to pagans in Lystra: he has shown kindness by giving you crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy (Acts 14:17). God is pleasure-loving and gave us the ability to experience pleasure too.
When I was young I was with a group of friends and we went to the park. We were enjoying playing on the swings and laughing together, when suddenly two police cars raced up. The police man asked us sternly what we were doing. “Just having a bit of fun,” we replied. “Do you think this is the place to have fun?!” he asked, in an accusing tone (perhaps forgetting it was a playground!). He sent us away and we were made to feel very guilty.

You may think God is like that police man, frowning upon every pleasurable experience; hating the sight of you enjoying yourself; spoiling any fun. Is that the picture? Think again! “But if God is pleasure-loving then why is there pain?” Good question – and it’s answered in chapter 3! Sometimes religion or ‘church’ gives us the strong impression that God hates pleasure. Paul warns against false teachers who forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods. Then he affirms: everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer (1 Tim 4:4-5). So we can receive God’s good gifts with thanksgiving. Do you? The bible warns that people will become lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God (2 Tim 3:4), but the fault is man’s. God remains good and kind.
4) A Personal God 

Did you notice that when God decides to create humans, there’s a change in the pattern: Let us make man in our image (v26). God speaks with himself (hints of the Trinitarian relationship). Then he speaks personally to the first human couple: Be fruitful…I give you…(v28-29). He doesn’t speak like this to any other part of creation. Why? Being made in God’s image means having the ability to relate to God personally. He is personal; we were made to know him. You don’t find this in any other religion. What a contrast this is to the ancient Babylonian view, where the gods, as an after-thought, make humans to provide them with food and be their slaves. But here we see God making us for a relationship with himself, giving us the privilege of ruling over all the animal kingdom (v28), and giving us food (v29)! So we see that God is not only all-powerful but also personal!
A recent news story caught my attention. A man was convinced that his father was dead. He had attended the funeral and been to the graveyard. Many months later he was watching a particular TV programme when he suddenly saw his dad on the screen. “Does anybody know this man?” the presenter was asking. “Please come forward if you do.” So a relationship that had been dead was renewed.
You can live as though God were dead. You might believe what some people keep saying – “God is dead! Belief in him is primitive nonsense!” Others wouldn’t go so far. They believe in such a Being, but they have no living relationship with him. If we’re in either of those groups, the bible says that we’re the ones who are dead spiritually. Your greatest need, whoever you are, is to come to know this powerful, purposeful, pleasure-loving and personal God who speaks to us today through this book. Can this be possible? Yes! Listen to Jesus Christ, praying to God the Father for his people: Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent (John 17:3). So real life, for which we were all created, is about a relationship with the true God. Where do we begin? With Jesus, who entered this world to seek and to save.

Conclusion

William Lane Craig tells of his he came to a relationship with the living God. He became very introverted and judgemental of others, hiding away with his books and studies. But his life was empty and miserable. He found no answer in a local church. He became very bitter. He began to feel that everyone was phoney or fakes. He pretended not to need anyone. His anger ate away at him. He wished he was a dog, with no questions! Yet when he was honest, he did want to love and be loved – just like everybody else.  

At school, he met a girl called Sandy. “Why are you so happy?” “Because Christ is my Saviour. It’s not enough to go to church. You need Christ in your heart.” “Why would he want to do that?” “Because he loves you!” This staggered his mind as he considered the vastness of the universe and the possibility that the Creator loved him!

He went home and started reading the NT, where he was captivated by the person of Jesus Christ. He realised that he was filled with despair because he had turned away from God. After 6 months of deep soul-searching and struggle, he finally cried out to God for help and salvation! At the same time he was infused with a sense of joy. He ran outside and looked at the beautiful evening sky, the Milky Way, from horizon to horizon, and said to himself: “God! I have come to know God!” 

The same can be true for us today. You shall seek me and find me when you seek for me with all your heart! “God! I have come to know God!” May it be true for us all.

