Nothing But The Best #30

“Faith Wondering”

Hebrews 11:3

Thanks to the blockbuster movie starring Tom Hanks, many Americans are familiar with the story of Apollo 13, the nearly tragic space flight that had an entire nation holding their breath (not to mention thousands of moviegoers). The film even brought a familiar phrase into the American vernacular: “Houston, we have a problem.”

Apollo 13 was not the final flight of the space program, however. In fact, the next space flight made it to the moon. On February 5, 1971, Apollo 14 commander Edgar Mitchell deposited on the moon a microfilm packet containing (1) a complete Bible and (2) one verse of the Bible written out in 16 languages. The words of that verse: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
 

Most of us would recognize those words as Genesis 1:1, about which Dr. Henry Morris writes, “The first verse of the Bible is the foundational verse of the Bible.”
 He goes on to add, “It has often been pointed out that if a person really believes Genesis 1:1, he will not find it difficult to believe anything else recorded in the Bible.”


John MacArthur further writes in his excellent book, The Battle for the Beginning, 
The starting point for Christianity is not Matthew 1:1, but Genesis 1:1. Tamper with the Book of Genesis and you undermine the very foundation of Christianity. You cannot treat Genesis 1 as a fable or a mere poetic saga without severe implications to the rest of Scripture. The creation account is where God starts His account of history. It is impossible to alter the beginning without impacting the rest of the story—not to mention the ending. If Genesis 1 is not accurate, then there’s no way to be certain that the rest of Scripture tells the truth. If the starting point is wrong, then the Bible itself is built on a foundation of falsehood. In other words, if you reject the creation account in Genesis, you have no basis for believing the Bible at all.

“That’s all fine,” you might be thinking, “but I thought we were studying the book of Hebrews, not Genesis.”

And you would be correct. Last week we began considering Hebrews 11, that great chapter on faith. This evening we have come to verse 3, “By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.” Before launching into a dozen or so biographies of Old Testament saints who exercised commendable faith, the author of Hebrews brings us back to the beginning of time and space. Here we see faith wondering—trusting that God created everything that exists even though we cannot prove it and may not comprehend it all.

“By faith” runs throughout this chapter, beginning nearly every paragraph. For the most part it introduces the deeds of the great ones of prior generations. Here, though, the author and his readers are involved in the “we.” Faith, he points out, is a present reality, not exclusively the property of past heroes.

“By faith we understand…” The world says, “Seeing is believing,” but God says, “Believing is seeing.” Jesus said to Martha in John 11:40, “Did I not say to you that if you would believe you would see…?” The Apostle John wrote, “These things I have written to you who believe ... that you may know” (1 Jn. 5:13). In spiritual matters faith precedes understanding.
 

The word “understand” is the translation of noeo, meaning, “to perceive with the reflective intelligence.” It is distinguished from the mere physical act of seeing. It is the perception of the mind consequent upon seeing. In the New Testament it is never used of mere physical sight. Marvin Vincent writes, “Here is meant the inward perception and apprehension of the visible creation as the work of God, which follows the sight of the phenomena of nature.”

Faith gives us convictions about creation. Belief in the existence of the world is not faith, nor is it faith when men hold that the world was made out of some preexisting “stuff.” (In the first century there were people who did not believe in God but who held to some kind of “creation.”) But when we understand that it was the Word of God that produced all things, that is faith. The emphasis on God’s word agrees with Genesis 1, with its repeated “And God said.” The point is emphasized with the explicit statement that the visible did not originate from the visible. For the author the visible universe is not sufficient to account for itself. But it is faith, not something material, that assures him that it originated with God. His view is none the less certain because it is based on faith, and he does not qualify his statement as though any doubt were possible. This world is God’s world, and faith assures him that God originated it.

“By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command…” The kjv uses the term “worlds” for “universe” in the niv, calling to mind the words of the great hymn, 

O Lord, my God, when I in awesome wonder

Consider all the worlds Thy hands have made

The original Greek word here is aiōnes, literally meaning “the ages” rather than material things. (The same term is found in Hebrews 1:2; in both places the universe of space and time is meant.﻿)

Verse three concludes, “so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.” God made everything from nothing. We will return to this thought later.

Hebrews 11:3 is a simple yet profound statement regarding the beginning of all things. As one resource puts it, “The fact of creation as set forth here in Hebrews 11:3 is unimpeachable. It has never been improved on and never will.”

How It All Began…According to the World


Such a simple statement is far from universally accepted, however. For a few moments I would like to consider how it all began according to the world; then how it all began according to the Word.

I am not here to go into great detail about evolution; we’ve all heard more than enough of that, I’m sure. But I like how Chuck Swindoll illustrates it:

Let’s take a walk outside. I want us to look at some cars to​gether. If possible, let’s find a new one. While you’re standing there admiring the beauty of that sparkling new automobile, let’s imagine my saying to you rather quietly, “You know, there are folks who be​lieve this car is a result of someone’s design…but I know differ​ently. Let me tell you what really happened:
Many, many centuries ago, all this iron, glass, rubber, plastic, fabric, leather, and wires came up out of the ground. Further​more, each substance fashioned itself into various shapes and sizes…and holes evolved at just the right places, and the up​holstery began to weave itself together. After a while threads appeared on bolts and nuts and—amazing as it may seem—each bolt found nuts with matching threads. And gradually everything sort of screwed up tightly in place. A little later cor​rectly shaped glass glued itself in the right places. And you see these tires? They became round over the years. And they found themselves the right size metal wheels. And they sort of popped on. They also filled themselves with air somehow. And the thing began to roll down the street.

And one day, many, many years ago—centuries, really—some people were walking along and they found this vehicle sitting under a tree. And one of them looked at it and thought, “How amazing. I think we should call it ‘automobile.’” But there’s more! These little automobiles have an amazing way of multi​plying themselves year after year…even changing ever so slightly to meet the demands of the public. Actually, that pro​cess is called “automutations.”
I have a sneaking suspicion that, having heard all that, you would want to remove yourself from my presence. Let’s get serious! I would be a first-class lunatic if I believed that automobiles evolved. The auto is in the category of a thing, and it reflects thought. And for there to have been thought given to the design of the automobile, there must have been a thinker…a de​signer.
Now, multiply that design process an infinite number of times, and you find yourself in touch with the universe, which God said He made.

MacArthur notes,

Thanks to the theory of evolution, naturalism is now the dominant religion of modern society. Less than a century and a half ago, Charles Darwin popularized the credo for this secular religion with his book The Origin of Species. Although most of Darwin’s theories about the mechanisms of evolution were discarded long ago, the doctrine of evolution itself has managed to achieve the status of a fundamental article of faith in the popular modern mind. Naturalism has now replaced Christianity as the main religion of the Western world, and evolution has become naturalism’s principal dogma.
Naturalism is the view that every law and every force operating in the universe is natural rather than moral, spiritual, or supernatural. Naturalism is inherently antitheistic, rejecting the very concept of a personal God. Many assume naturalism therefore has nothing to do with religion. In fact, it is a common misconception that naturalism embodies the very essence of scientific objectivity. Naturalists themselves like to portray their system as a philosophy that stands in opposition to all faith–based world–views, pretending that it is scientifically and intellectually superior precisely because of its supposed nonreligious character.

Not so. Religion is exactly the right word to describe naturalism. The entire philosophy is built on a faith–based premise. Its basic presupposition—a rejection of everything supernatural—requires a giant leap of faith. And nearly all its supporting theories must be taken by faith as well.

Consider the dogma of evolution, for example. The notion that natural evolutionary processes can account for the origin of all living species has never been and never will be established as fact. Nor is it “scientific” in any true sense of the word. Science deals with what can be observed and reproduced by experimentation. The origin of life can be neither observed nor reproduced in any laboratory. By definition, then, true science can give us no knowledge whatsoever about where we came from or how we got here. Belief in evolutionary theory is a matter of sheer faith. And dogmatic belief in any naturalistic theory is no more “scientific” than any other kind of religious faith.
 

John Phillips adds,
When a scientist or university professor presumes to speak on the subject of the ultimate origin of the universe, he is no longer speaking as a scientist but as a philosopher. He is not saying, “This is something I can prove”; he is saying, “This is what I believe.” Moreover, what he believes today is almost certainly not identical to what he believed ten years ago, nor is it likely to be what he will be believing ten years from today. The whole realm of scientific discovery is expanding so rapidly that no one can afford to be dogmatic in any scientific field. We are reminded of the young fellow seen hurrying at breakneck speed across the campus. When asked, “Where are you going in such a hurry?” he said, “I have just bought the latest book on physics and want to get to class before it’s out of date!”

No matter what we elect to believe as to the ultimate origin of the material universe, we are going to have to accept it by faith. We are either going to believe the word of a man, who knows nothing of origins and can never know anything of origins and whose theories are in a constant state of flux, or else we are going to believe the Word of God. “Through faith we understand that the worlds were framed by the word of God. 

How It All Began…According to the Word


That’s how it all began…according to the world. (And they ridicule us for taking a blind leap of faith!) Let’s consider how it all began…according to the Word. From this passage in Hebrews 11, let’s turn back to the beginning of the Bible, to Genesis chapter 1. Recall the opening words: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
This verse refers to the dateless past when God brought the universe into existence out of nothing.﻿ Genesis 1:1–2 is the declaration that God created the universe; the detailed explanation of the six days of God’s creative work is given in the rest of the chapter.

I agree with Swindoll who writes, 

My interest is not in defending creation. My interest is in simply declaring the creation of man. Reading what Scripture records about those earliest hours of time—returning to that epochal mo​ment when God, having made all the other things in their kind, made mankind—I find answers that make good sense.

It is remarkable that, when there have been so many anti-theistic philosophies (ancient and modern) affecting untold millions of people, the book of God makes no attempt to prove that God exists. The opening verse of Genesis simply takes this fact for granted, as though it were so obvious that only a fool could say, “there is no God.”


Let’s look at Genesis 1 and ask the basic questions: who? when? how? and why?
The “who?” of creation is seen in the fourth word of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God…” Derek Kidner comments,

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.
 
Thirty-two times in this chapter, this creative God is called Elohim, a Hebrew word that emphasizes His majesty and power. Elohim is a plural noun that is consistently used in connection with singular verbs and adjectives, a hint that God exists in three Persons. In Scripture, Creation is attributed to the Father (Acts 4:24) and to the Son (John 1:1–3) and to the Holy Spirit (Psalm 104:30).

The “when” of creation is a hotly debated subject, sometimes bringing more heat than light to the issue. No one knows for certain, of course, when the beginning was. But the Old Testa​ment is far more interested in the fact of creation than in the time of creation, and the truth that God’s creative activity took place during an indeterminate time known as “the beginning” was joyfully celebrated by poet (Psalm 102:25) and prophet (Isaiah 40:21) alike.

Often the discussion of the time of creation consumes more time and energy than it should in our modern attempts to interpret the text. Biblical theology generally is disinterested in this discussion. However, the decision over whether Genesis 1–2 reported an absolute beginning or merely a relative beginning is central to the concern of theology.
Recently, many modern translations have preferred a “when … then” construction for Genesis 1:1–3: “When God created…the earth being without form…then God said.” While such a construction is possible on certain grammatical grounds, there are strong arguments against such an explanation or translation in this instance. Both the punctuation of the Hebrew Masoretic text and Greek transliterations of the Hebrew text into Greek letters show convincingly that there was quite a respectable history of interpretation that took the first word, berēšît, as an absolute noun, “in the beginning,” rather than as a Hebrew construct noun, “in beginning of creating,” or “When God began to create.” Therefore, Genesis 1:1 commits itself to the absolute beginning of everything (“heaven and the earth”) outside of God.
 Whenever creation happened, it took place all at once, not stretched out over a long period of time.

One rather obvious fact ignored by many is that the universe was mature when it was created. God created it with the appearance of age. When He created trees and animals, for example, He created them as mature, fully developed organisms. According to the biblical account, He did not create just seeds and cells. He certainly did not plant a single cell programmed to evolve itself into a variety of creatures. He made trees with already–mature fruit (Genesis 1:11). He didn’t merely create an egg; He made chickens already full grown. (Thus Genesis 1:21 plainly answers the familiar conundrum.) He created Adam full grown and fully capable of marriage and procreation.

How did creation take place? Hebrews 11:3 claims that “the universe was formed at God's command,” or “framed by the word of God.” Of course, when we see the term “word” used here, we immediately think of John 1:1-3, where “the Word,” meaning the second person of the Godhead, is responsible for creating all that exists. While that is true, the author of Hebrews does not use the same Greek word here. The term “word” is not the translation of logos as in John 1:1, it is the translation of rhema which speaks of articulate utterance. This word is never used as a designation of God the Son. It is the Word of God to which reference is made here, not the Son of God. God spoke the word, and a universe sprang into existence.

God reveals His power by creating everything by merely speaking the word. Matter is not eternal; it began when God spoke everything into existence. When God speaks, something happens! “For He spoke, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast” (Ps. 33:9, nkjv). When you consider the acts of God recorded in Genesis 1, you can’t help but bow in reverent worship; for His creative acts reveal a God of power and wisdom whose word carries authority.
 

Ten times over, the text reiterated this lead-off statement: “And God said” (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 29; 2:18). Creation, then, was depicted as the result of the dynamic word of God. To call forth the world in direct response to God’s spoken word was to act as Jesus of Nazareth did when, in response to his word, men and women were healed. For example, the centurion pleaded, “But just say the word, and my servant will be healed” (Mt 8:8). And his servant was healed at that very hour (Mt 8:13). So the word was likewise spoken in Genesis 1, and the world came into being.

Create is a very special verb in the Old Testament. It always has God as its subject; it is never used of human activity. We may make or form or fashion, but only God creates. In Genesis 1 the verb create is used sparingly. We are told that God created “the heavens and the earth” (the universe; 1:1), “the great creatures of the sea” (animate life; 1:21), and “man” (human life; 1:27). So that special verb is reserved for the most crucial items in God’s program of creation. It is not used indiscriminately.

“Formless and empty” in Genesis 1:2 is an English translation of Hebrew tohü wä-bohü pronounced TOE-​hoo wah-BOE-hoo), a rhythmic and eye-catching phrase that pictures the situation on earth before it was touched by the creative hand of God (it occurs elsewhere only in Jer. 4:23). As it turns out, the phrase itself is the key that unlocks the literary structure of the rest of Genesis 1: The acts of separating and gathering on days 1-3 give form to the formless, and the acts of making and filling on days 4-6 give divine assurance that the heavens and the earth will never again be “empty.”

There’s a pattern to God’s activities during the Creation week: first He formed and then He filled. He made three spheres of activity: the heavens, the waters, and the landmasses, and then He filled them with appropriate forms of life.

Did you notice the oft-repeated words (v. 11) “after their kind …” (v. 12); again, “after their kind …” (v. 21); “after their kind…” (v. 24); and even three times in one verse, “after their kind, after its kind …” (v. 25). Meaning what? When God created living things He maintained precise distinctions. Distinct species. These vast categories of created things and beings are spelled out in quick order in Genesis 1. And each one has a uniqueness about it, each is accord​ing to its “kind.” The fowls of the air…the fish of the sea…the beasts of the field. Each one was created according to its “kind.”

There is a most significant statement made in 1 Corinthians 15:39 which underscores the same idea: “All flesh is not the same flesh, but there is one flesh of men, and another flesh of beasts, and another flesh of birds, and another of fish.”
God made each with a different physical texture, a different inter​nal makeup. You can’t ignore those distinctions and lump them all together and maintain the correct biblical position on creation.

We conclude, then, that God initiated the creation process out of nothing other than his word. More detailed statements will need to wait until Hebrews 11:3 states a doctrine of creation ex nihilo, “out of nothing,” in definitive terms.
 Summing it all up, Ray Stedman writes, “Faith in God’s revelation is a way of grasping reality, without necessarily comprehending all the steps that may be involved.”

Finally, why did God create the universe? Clearly He did not have to create, but He did so for good and sufficient reasons, and the creation fulfills that purpose. In particular, the creation glorifies God by carrying out his will. Both the inanimate (Ps. 19:1) and the animate creation glorify him. In the story of Jonah, we see this in rather vivid fashion. Everyone and everything (except Jonah) obeyed God’s will and plan: the storm, the dice, the sailors, the great fish, the Ninevites, the east wind, the gourd, and the worm. Each part of creation is capable of fulfilling God’s purposes for it, but each obeys in a different way. The inanimate creation does so mechanically, obeying natural laws that govern the physical world. The animate creation does so instinctively, responding to impulses within. Only humans are capable of obeying God consciously and willingly and thus glorifying God most fully.

From the first book of the Bible I want to conclude by turning to the last book, to Revelation 4:11, which I learned years ago in the King James Version through a simple chorus: “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.” Why did God create the universe? For His pleasure. Not mine. Not yours. For His pleasure. We would do well to remember that! 

This wonderful Creator deserves our worship, praise, and obedience. When God surveyed His creation, He saw that it was “very good” (Gen. 1:31). Contrary to what some religions and philosophies teach, Creation is not evil and it isn’t a sin to enjoy the good gifts God shares with us (1 Tim. 6:17). David surveyed God’s creation and asked, “What is man that You are mindful of him, and the son of man that You visit him?” (Psalm 8:4, nkjv) The earth is but a tiny planet orbiting in a vast galaxy, and yet “the earth is the Lord’s” (Psalm 24:1). It’s the one planet He has chosen to visit and to redeem!

The heavenly creatures before God’s throne praise Him for His creation, and so should we. When we bow at meals to thank Him for the food He provides, when we see the sunshine and the rain provided at no expense to us, and when we watch the progress of the seasons, we should lift our hearts to praise the Creator for His faithfulness and generosity.

I am sure that this message did not solve all the mysteries of the universe. It did not intend to. That’s the whole point of the title, “Faith Wondering.” We consider all the worlds God’s hands have made with “awesome wonder,” as the hymn puts it. Faith does not mean we have all the answers. Faith trusts the One who does.
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