Man in Time and Eternity #2

“Creation, Chaos, and the Cosmos”

Genesis 1

This evening we return to the opening verse of the Bible. Genesis 1:1 states, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” In this simple sentence we see the beginning of time and space. On the chart we will consider the first column on the left with the title, “Creation, Chaos, and the Cosmos.”

The Cosmic Initiation

Verse one records the cosmic initiation: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” The Hebrew term translated “God” is elohîm, actually the plural form of el, which is “god.” Yet the verb “created” (Hebrew bara) is in the singular, so that God (plural) created (singular). On the one hand the Bible teaches that God is a unity: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). On the other hand, it is equally as explicit that God is three persons, and as we have seen all three Persons were active in creation.

The Hebrew verb, bara, is always used with God as its subject. From this, some Old Testament scholars have concluded that it has a purely theological meaning. Men never bara. Only God does.
 We may form or fashion, while Satan corrupts, but only God creates.

This implies that God created ex nihilo—that is, out of nothing. Hebrews 11:3 states, “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.” God did not need raw material to make his universe. He created by divine decree. With a mere word He made everything—both spiritual and physical. This establishes that God existed before time and space and, therefore, exists in the realm outside of both.

Like so many doctrines of Scripture, the idea that God created out of nothing is present in Genesis 1 but doesn’t appear fully developed until the New Testament. The Old Testament statement, when amplified by further revelation from the New Testament, is fully compatible with the doctrine of creation out of nothing.

It’s implied in the statement that God created the heavens and the earth. If “all there is” is what God made, He must have begun with nothing. The fact of the matter is that no account of origins except the biblical one can take us back to a time when nothing but God was.

How did God create from nothing? Ten times the text records: “And God said…” Creation is the result of the dynamic word of God. This affirmation appears later in the Psalm 33:6 and 9, “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their starry host by the breath of his mouth… For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it stood firm.”
 The creative introduction of the universe is both simple and astounding. God spoke into nothingness and constructed everything that exists.

Perhaps this is reflected in John 1:1-3, where God the Son, the second person of the Godhead, is called “the Word.” Verse 3 states, “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” The Father spoke the word and the Word fulfilled the desire of the Father in creating everything that was made.
The Chaotic Intrusion

Yet we sense a change when we move onto verse two, recording what I call the chaotic intrusion into creation: “Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” At first glance we might conclude that the universe began as a blank slate that God then formed and filled throughout the days of creation.

But it seems that something else has happened between verses 1 and 2, because disorder and darkness do not reflect the character of God. Someone else arrived on the scene, and his name is Satan. We get few details of Satan’s fall in this chapter, but it appears that his rebellion plunged the earth into darkness.

The Bible indicates that angels were present when the universe was created. In Job 38:4-7, God asked Job a number of rhetorical questions,

“Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Tell me, if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it? On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone—while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy?”

Literally in the Hebrew of verse 7, the term “angels” translates “sons of God,” a phrase also used in Job 1-2, where angels were definitely meant. This should not be confused with the designation of Jesus as the Son of God (or God the Son). Jesus was not a created being (as angels were) and has a unique relationship with the Father. Some cults claim that Jesus existed before His birth in Bethlehem as an angel—perhaps Michael the archangel—but this is simply not true. If Jesus was created, then He is not God, and if He is not God, then the entire Bible is a lie! According to this Job 38, however, the angels were present when the universe as we know it was created.

One of these angelic beings was called Lucifer, described in two Old Testament passages addressed to human kings at that time, but the language of these texts certainly transcends any merely local or temporal limits.
 

The first is found in Ezekiel 28:12-17,

You were the model of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone adorned you: ruby, topaz and emerald, chrysolite, onyx and jasper, sapphire, turquoise and beryl. Your settings and mountings were made of gold; on the day you were created they were prepared. You were anointed as a guardian cherub, for so I ordained you. You were on the holy mount of God; you walked among the fiery stones. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created till wickedness was found in you. Through your widespread trade you were filled with violence, and you sinned. So I drove you in disgrace from the mount of God, and I expelled you, O guardian cherub, from among the fiery stones. Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor. So I threw you to the earth; I made a spectacle of you before kings.

Compare this with a passage in Isaiah 14:12-15,

How you have fallen from heaven, O morning star [literally, Lucifer], son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.” But you are brought down to the grave, to the depths of the pit.

I believe John referred to this same event in Revelation 12:3-4,

Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on his heads. His tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky and flung them to the earth.

The dragon is clearly identified as Satan in verse 9 of the same chapter, and the reference that “his tail swept a third of the stars out of the sky” is interpreted as one-third of the angels in Heaven joined Lucifer in his rebellion and were, with him, kicked out of Heaven. And to where were they flung? Earth. Which means that the earth must have been created when Satan rebelled. Between Genesis 1:1 and Genesis 3 (when Satan appears as the serpent tempting Eve), this seems to be the best fit for Satan’s rebellion.

Not everyone agrees with this interpretation of Genesis 1:1-2, but I believe it provides an accurate description of the beginning of time and space. However one might interpret this text, I think we can all agree on a few conclusions: God existed eternally in three persons—Father, Son, and Spirit—before the universe began; everything that now exists was created by God from nothing; and that nothing takes God by surprise. As we read in Isaiah 45:18, “For this is what the Lord says—he who created the heavens, he is God; he who fashioned and made the earth, he founded it; he did not create it to be empty, but formed it to be inhabited—he says: “I am the Lord, and there is no other.”
The Created Institutions

We conclude tonight by considering the created institutions. Genesis 1:1 states, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Notice that “heavens” is plural while “earth” is singular. These are two realms of God’s creation. 

A third realm is seen in a phrase found three times in the New Testament: “…in heaven and on earth and under the earth.” (Those references are Philippians 2:10, Revelation 5:3 and 13.) Hence on the chart you will notice three horizontal rows under the heading of “heavens”; one horizontal line designated “earth”; and three horizontal rows with the heading “under the earth.” We will be referring to these throughout our study, so I will introduce them tonight.

Let’s begin with the heavens, and we will begin from the top of the chart and work down. Genesis 1:1 is not the only reference to “heavens” in the plural:

In the beginning you laid the foundations of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands. (Psalm 102:25)
I was there when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep, when he established the clouds above and fixed securely the fountains of the deep, when he gave the sea its boundary so the waters would not overstep his command, and when he marked out the foundations of the earth. (Proverbs 8:27-29)
My own hand laid the foundations of the earth, and my right hand spread out the heavens… (Isaiah 48:13)
The Lord your Maker, who stretched out the heavens and laid the foundations of the earth… (Isaiah 51:13)
The Lord, who stretches out the heavens, who lays the foundation of the earth. (Zechariah 12:1)

So how many “heavens” are there? Perhaps you have heard the phrase, “seventh heaven” used as the ultimate state of being. This comes from Jewish theology between the Old and New Testaments, specifically the apocryphal book of Second Enoch, where the title character ascends through seven heavens.
 However, the Bible never mentions seven heavens (or the “seventh heaven”); rather, we only see reference to “the third heaven” in 2 Corinthians 12:2, where Paul wrote about himself, “I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven.” In verse 4 he calls this place “Paradise.” This is the dwelling place of God, or “God’s House” as the chart calls it. I believe this is what is meant by “the highest heaven” as seen in Deuteronomy 10:14; 1 Kings 8:27; and Nehemiah 9:6. This dwelling place of God is where John was taken in the spirit in the book of Revelation, and this is what most people think of when they speak of “heaven.”

Logically, though, if there is a “third heaven” then there must also be a “second heaven” and a “first heaven.” The Bible supports this as well. The “second heaven,” as we work down the chart, would represent what we call “outer space”—the place where the sun, moon, and stars, as well as other planets and galaxies exist. Psalm 8:3 refers to this, “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place…” 
That leaves the “first heaven,” which is earth’s atmosphere, the air we breathe. This reaches all the way up to where the clouds float far above us. Job 35:5 states, “Look up at the heavens and see; gaze at the clouds so high above you.” Psalm 19:1 likewise reads, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” You may be familiar with the word “firmament” from the King James Version that is used elsewhere to refer to the atmosphere of our earth. Also in the kjv, Jeremiah 4:25 speaks of “the birds of the heavens” referring to this “first heaven.”

So we have three realms under the category of the “heavens.” Next we have the surface of a planet called “Earth.” This planet is not very large in comparison to other celestial bodies, and floats in space in a vast galaxy. Things grow in and on this surface. Man himself was created “from the dust of the ground” (Genesis 2:7) and soon we will discover that those who die a physical death are buried beneath the surface of the soil (Genesis 3:19).

Then we move into the realms described as “under the earth.” Like the heavens, there are three such realms, each bearing a distinct title in Greek though often translated as “hell” in English Bibles. I believe these represent three distinct places, two being temporary and one being permanent. We will be examining each of these realms in detail later in this series, so for tonight allow me to simply introduce them.

The first of these Hades, a term that appears 10 times in the New Testament. The Old Testament parallel is the Hebrew term Sheol, and it appears 66 times there. While Hades is always translated “hell” in the kjv, Sheol is rendered as “the grave”, “the pit”, and “hell.” Of those three I believe “grave” is most accurate, though not in the sense of where a physical corpse is buried. Here is my definition: Hades (or Sheol) is a temporary waiting place for human souls awaiting judgment. All souls—believers and unbelievers alike—initially went there after physical death. However, they were not kept in the same part of Hades. Luke 16:19-31 describes Hades as divided into two parts: “Abraham’s side” for the believers and a place of torment for the unbelievers. Between these two was a great chasm so that no one could go from one side to the other. While the place of torment sounds a lot like the Lake of Fire, it is distinct, for in Revelation 20:14 we read that Hades is thrown into the Lake of Fire. My dad used to say that the bottom part of Hades—the torment part—may have been suspended just over the Lake of Fire, so that those kept there could feel the heat but were not cast into it…yet.

The second realm “under the earth” is called Tartarus in Greek. Tartarus is also a temporary holding place, but it houses fallen angels, not human souls. This Greek term only appears once in the Bible, in 2 Peter 2:4-5, “For if God did not spare angels when they sinned but sent them to hell [Tartarus], putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment…” Jude 6 echoes this: “And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.” Note that both passages speak of future judgment awaiting these fallen angels.

While the word Tartarus does not appear elsewhere in Scripture, I believe the concept can be seen in other verses. In Luke 8:31, the demons called Legion “begged [Jesus] repeatedly not to order them to go into the Abyss.” This same term is used several times in the book of Revelation describing the place from which demons are let loose during the Great Tribulation (perhaps the same fallen angels Peter and Jude wrote about), where the Beast comes from, and where Satan will be bound during the Millennium. Those more familiar with the kjv may recognize the phrase, “bottomless pit.”

Finally, the third realm “under the earth” is called Gehenna in Greek. This is a popular term in the New Testament, particularly in the teaching of Christ. The word is found 12 times in the New Testament, 11 from the mouth of Jesus. (James 3:6 is the other occurrence of the term, for those scoring at home.) Once again, though, another phrase is found in Scripture that seems to be referring to the same place. Revelation 20:14-15 says,

Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 

Gehenna can be defined as the permanent place where Satan, fallen angels, and all unbelievers will spend eternity apart from God. As such I believe this is the only one of the three realms “under the earth” that should be called “hell.” Jesus referred to this as “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” in Matthew 25:41. It was never designed for human souls, but will be the eternal destiny for all those who reject Christ.

Thus we see the result of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” He created the universe and everything in it. Nothing came about by chance or accident; everything that exists came into being by intelligent design. When God initially created the universe, Lucifer (later known as Satan) rebelled and tried to overthrow God, backed by one-third of the angels. They were defeated and cast to the earth, where chaos ensued, as Genesis 1:2 records, “Now the earth was [or became] formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.” Out of the chaos God fashioned and formed everything we see. He also prepared a permanent place of punishment for Satan and his fallen angels that, after Adam and Eve introduced sin into the human race, became the eternal home for those who reject God as well.

In conclusion…

In the beginning, God. He existed eternally as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

In the beginning, God created. He began time and space at that moment.

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. He created the heavens (plural), the earth (singular), and the realms under the earth.
God created all things (including you and me) for His glory, and He has a plan that was designed before creation for how all things will ultimately work for His glory. By grace He invites us to be a part of that plan, if we choose to be. And the same power and intelligence that brought everything into existence will work out that plan to the very end.
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