Man in Time and Eternity #1

“Before the Beginning”

selected Scriptures

About fifty years ago, my father taught a Bible study that met in our home. It began with a question, “What happens to people when they die?” He took a small chalkboard of mine and diagrammed a time line of human history, starting before the creation of the universe and proceeding to the end of time (as we know it) and into eternity. He transferred the diagram on the chalkboard to a chart on paper and continued to teach the content in a variety of settings. Eventually the chart and its descriptions were published in a book entitled Man in Time and Eternity.

I recall—even at a young age—that the participants in the Bible study were excited to see the plan of God unfolding throughout time. Most people are interested in seeing “the big picture” with regard to human existence. In fact, philosophers teach that the three basic questions people have are, “Who am I?”, “Where did I come from?”, and “Where am I going?” We want to know our identity, history, and destiny. Unfortunately, many search their entire lives to find the answers to these questions, only to come up empty. 

Over the next several weeks, we are going to address these issues from a biblical perspective. I have provided a modified version of my dad’s chart that will hopefully help put things in context.
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At first glance this chart may seem overwhelming. Throughout our study we will break it down into sections, explaining each one, and seeing how they all fit together.

Let’s begin at the beginning; please turn to the first verse of the Bible, Genesis 1:1. “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” We may be so familiar with the words, though, that we have lost some of the wonder. 

Reading this verse we may wonder, “In the beginning of what?” The answer to that question is time and space. When God created the universe—and we will consider this more in detail next time—He initiated the dimensions of time (past, present, and future) and space (height, width, and depth). Looking at the chart, the main body looks like a spreadsheet with rows and columns. Think of the horizontal rows as representing dimensions of space while the vertical columns represent periods of time.

Prior to getting into these, however, I want to direct your attention to the far left of the chart, with the arrow pointing left with the words, “Eternity Past.” Time and space are not perpetual; each had a starting point and each will eventually come to an end. Yet something predated time and space…or should I say Someone. My message is entitled, “Before the Beginning.” How can we speak of “before the beginning”? Isn’t that a contradiction in terms? No, since eternity has no beginning—unlike time.

Read just the first four words of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God.” J. Vernon McGee calls this phrase, “one of the most profound statements that has ever been made,” stating that “it is the doorway through which you will have to walk into the Bible.”
 Derek Kidner notes,

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.

From the beginning—even before the beginning—God existed. Scholars argue whether the beginning of time and space was billions of years ago or ten thousand years ago; I’m not going there today. Whenever it was, God was already there. He was there before the beginning. Consider these passages that speak of God’s eternal nature:

· Psalm 90:2 – Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. 
· Nehemiah 9:5 – “Stand up and praise the Lord your God, who is from everlasting to everlasting.”

· Isaiah 40:28 – Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom.
· Isaiah 44:6 – This is what the Lord says—Israel’s King and Redeemer, the Lord Almighty: “I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God.”
Not only was God the Father present before time, but the second Person of the Godhead, God the Son, was as well. In His prayer for all of His followers, Jesus said in John 17:5, “And now, Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you before the world began.” The opening verses of John’s gospel make it clear that this same Jesus not only was involved in the creation, but was and is forever God. We read in John 1:1-3,

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.
By invoking the language of Genesis 1:1, “in the beginning,” John starts this book by making a direct link between the nature of God and the nature of the Word, Jesus Christ.
 He wasn’t suggesting that Jesus had a beginning. Jesus Christ is the eternal Son of God who existed before all things because He made all things. Therefore, John’s “beginning” actually predates Genesis 1:1.
 In John 8:58 Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, before Abraham was born, I am!” Not, “I was,” but “I am,” similar to the name God gave to Moses in Exodus 3:14, “I am that I am.” (This is why the Jews wanted to kill Jesus!)
Genesis 1:2 identifies the third Person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, as also present at the beginning of time: “And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.” At the time of creation the Spirit of God was there to give life to the lifeless, “hovering over the waters” like a bird that provides for and protects its young. The creative power of that same Holy Spirit continues to be exerted today. 

And so we see that all three Persons were active in Creation from the beginning: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
 From the very earliest verses, the Bible affirms its witness to the Trinity, who has existed eternally.

This shows that God not only existed before there was time (and will exist after time is no more), but that He is above time. There is neither past nor future with God; everything is laid out before Him in the present—what some have termed “the eternal now.” This speaks of God’s eternal nature. (We, of course, are bound by time, as well as terms such as past, present, and future. This makes it difficult for us to comprehend God’s eternal nature; we must accept it by faith because He has said it, not because we have figured it all out!)
So what was going on before the beginning of time? The Bible has quite a bit to say about this, often using the phrase, “before the foundation of the world,” which means the creation of the universe and what we know of as time. Consider these passages of Scripture (emphasis added):

“Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world.” (John 17:24)

No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. (1 Corinthians 2:7).

For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. (Ephesians 1:4)

God, who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time… (2 Timothy 1:9).

A faith and knowledge resting on the hope of eternal life, which God, who does not lie, promised before the beginning of time (Titus 1:2).

He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake (1 Peter 1:20).

All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast—all whose names have not been written in the book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world (Revelation 13:8).

The inhabitants of the earth whose names have not been written in the book of life from the creation of the world will be astonished when they see the beast, because he once was, now is not, and yet will come. (Revelation 17:8).

Let’s consider what these verses tell us that happened before the beginning of time:

· The Father loved the Son

· God planned something

· God chose us

· God promised something

· Names were not written in the book of life

It is safe to say that, with the exception of the John 17 passage, all of the other verses listed relate to one another. What God “planned” is the same thing that He “promised,” which is eternal life for which He “chose” us. (On the flip side, those who were not chosen did not have their names written in the book of life before time began. From this we may conclude that those who were chosen had their names written in the book of life before time began.)

Many folks get nervous at the very mention of words such as “foreordained,” “election,” or “predestination.” While theologians have been arguing over these words for centuries, there is no argument that these words do appear in Scripture, and they took place before the beginning of time! What this means practically is that nothing takes God by surprise. When Adam and Eve sinned, God did not call out, “Oh, Gabriel! Did you see that? I can’t believe what My created beings have done! What shall I do now?” 

Nor did God send His Son Jesus as “Plan B” (or maybe “Plan Z”) after everything else He tried had failed. Jesus Himself was not shocked when He was betrayed, arrested, falsely accused, and condemned to die. He had been predicting it all along—even to the very method of execution that would be used! God has known it all along; He has planned it all along; and we can take comfort that nothing in our lives or in our world takes Him by surprise, either!

So, before the beginning, God had a plan all laid out. He knew that He would create the universe as we know it, that He would create all kinds of life forms, including mankind, that man would chose to rebel against Him, and that He would have to send His Son to the world in order to redeem His lost creation. He knew the end from the beginning before there even was a beginning!

Let’s conclude with three truths regarding what happened before the beginning:

The Trinity existed in sublime glory. God is eternal; He has neither beginning nor ending. Therefore, He is totally self-sufficient and needs nothing more than Himself in order to exist or to act.
 He did not create the universe and human beings because he was lonely or bored. Singular, solitary, utterly satisfied in Himself, He was (and is) perfect, eternal and unchanging.

The Trinity was in loving communion. The “let us” statements in Genesis (Genesis 1:26; 3:22; 11:7; see also Isaiah 6:8) suggest that the Persons of the Godhead worked together in conference.
 The one and only God, existing from all eternity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit—was happy and satisfied in that complex of relationships. Here is God, alone, without deficiency or need. One God, eternally in three Persons. Not bored, not deficient or imperfect, but enjoying perfect relationship within the fellowship of the Trinity.

The Trinity planned redemption. The wonderful plan of redemption wasn’t a divine afterthought, for God’s people were chosen in Christ “before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4; Rev. 17:8) and given by the Father to the Son both to belong to His kingdom (Matt. 25:34) and to share His glory (John 17:2, 6, 9, 11–12, 24). The sacrificial death of the Son wasn’t an accident, it was an appointment (Acts 2:23; 4:27–28); for He was “slain from the foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8).

A lot was going on before the beginning of time and space!

If this is difficult to comprehend, don’t feel bad. As creatures bound by time and space, eternity is nearly impossible to wrap our heads around. This is where faith comes in—though we may not be able to completely grasp this concept, we can trust that God can. If we could fully understand everything about God, would He truly be God? 
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