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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the second part of our Equipping course on doctrine entitled The Whole Counsel of God. In the first part of our course we covered Knowing God and in this part we will cover Creation.

Doctrine is a summary or set of teaching on a certain subject in scripture. You create a doctrine by accumulating all that is revealed in the Bible about a certain topic and drawing it all together to form a conclusion.	

The many broad topics which form a doctrine are what are discussed in this course. Understanding the many subjects in the Bible is a very important part of the Christian life.

The purpose of The Whole Counsel of God series is not to teach a particular set of doctrines as much as teach how we can come to form solid, good, liveable, Biblical doctrine. This is about strengthening our faith and using the Scriptures in the way God intended. It's no good just learning set out doctrines from a textbook at a theological seminary. Sooner or later in our Christian life we will be faced with many other doctrines, and if we don't have a solid conviction of our own, these other doctrines can undo us and perhaps even shipwreck our faith. (See 1 Timothy 1.)

Knowing God, living with Him and in Him, is the point of doctrine and theology. In the first part of our course we cover this in more detail. What makes this Cornerstone Church course slightly different to other works on this topic is that it attempts to be practical. What we mean by this is that we are emphasising the 'therefore' part of the teaching. For example, in this part on creation we will find out that God is ultimately in full control of His creation and therefore we can live free from anxiety and worry. 

We aim to apply the teaching extensively. Sometimes we will even choose to leave out some of the extensive theoretical debate in order to favour application.

The overall theme of this second part of our Whole Counsel of God course is this: God is behind it all. It marries the doctrinal teaching on creation, providence and man. What He has made, how He has made you and I to be, and how he now relates to all of this are the major questions that need answering. We will attempt to provide these big answers while dealing with some of the smaller questions as well. 

Approaching a doctrine of creation

As with anyone attempting to compile a doctrinal teaching there are many issues clouding the water. This is the case when wanting to try and compile any comprehensive teaching in the Bible. Creation is particularly messy at this point in time. The Bible-science controversy has made it difficult to present a doctrine without much added pressure. Michael Eaton believes that our strong Greek philosophical heritage also affects our approach to creation. Akin to this there are numerous experts today who have made creation their field of expertise. Some of the supposed experts don't even have a degree in Bible interpretation. With the coming of the internet information is widely disseminated by any source and there is no safeguard.

Knowing this in advance can help us understand that it's even more important for us to approach this carefully. The guiding principle will be to interpret Scripture and let it teach us what it wishes to before we bring our questions to it. There is no problem bringing questions to the Bible, we just need to know how to go about not forcing the Bible to answer in detail what it doesn't. 

It's also problematic when we attempt to fill in all the gaps in our understanding. It is a fairly common problem. There are a lot of things where we have to honestly answer and say, 'I don't know'. It's not that we don't know anything, or that we shouldn't seek to know things, it's just that we don't always understand how the revealed truth fits together. 

For example, how can Jesus be one hundred percent human and one hundred percent God? How does the Trinity really work? We don't know. We know some truth about these matters but we don't really know exactly how it works out. It's best to simply understand the truth revealed and then enjoy living with it. The Trinity is hard to understand but you can live with God being three persons. In fact, it's actually quite easy. Jesus's exact nature is a mystery but yet you can live with this man in heaven! 

The doctrine of creation is much the same. We can't know exactly how God put it all together but we sure can enjoy that He did! We can enjoy his creation without having to understand everything about it.

We will take a careful and slow approach to this subject. As with all of our courses we've consulted extensive material to put it together. The material consulted for this course was:

Part One: God created everything  


























Part One: God created everything



Hebrews 11:3

"By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible" (ESV).


Genesis 1:1

"In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth" (ESV).

This first part will cover the teachings of Scripture regarding creation that are most clear and agreed upon. The second part will move towards the more debated issues regarding the teaching of creation.

Upon approaching a teaching on creation it would be good for us to understand that what we are dealing with is a revelation from God. Much like the rest of Scripture there is faith required to believe and to understand what has been made. The point of the Hebrews text quoted above is that the Christian community can know on a very deep level that the same God who has made them new and given them new birth also created everything we see in this world. 

There are three reasons a Christian believes in creation: (1) revelation, (2) faith, (3) Scripture. God reveals Himself and His works which we believe to be true and then what we know is true is proven as such by the Scriptures. 

How to read Genesis

This question might not seem as important to you as it actually is. Genesis 1-11 explains to us the origins of the major components of life. Our understanding of creation, man, sin, marriage, family, faith and more are all formed in Genesis. If you have read Genesis however you will find some puzzling language and imagery inside it. A talking serpent and angels sleeping with women are bizarre for a historical narrative.

Whatever the name for the genre and style of Genesis there are two important truths that we must see. Firstly, Genesis is history. It portrays the history of the world, its people and especially God's people. Whatever Genesis says historically is accurate. It is to be taken as literally as any historical narrative would. Secondly, Genesis is written creatively. It uses picture language to tell us about real, historical events. The exact name given to the style of writing is under intense debate but what is not argued is that some parts of Genesis are not academic, plain narrative. Some call it 'theological history' others 'history in a parabolic style'. It is not a history textbook.

For instance, the snake is certainly a picture of Satan. So did a serpent actually speak? Considering the genre we must answer this question carefully. While it remains fully possible that a snake can talk, a better answer may be that Satan communicated with Eve and that is what the Genesis narrative is telling us. In other words, the historical, literal fact is that Satan communicated with Eve, but exactly how it happened is left to how the account is told.  It is not the important question to ask. What might be an important question, however, is why Satan is portrayed as a snake, or why he was in the garden, and so on and so forth. We need to allow Genesis to teach us what it sets out to do in its own style. 

The important task is coming to the conclusion of what the book is in fact teaching. What we are saying by this is that Genesis is more interested in teaching us that God made it all than it is teaching that 'this is exactly how he made it'. It is crucial to grasp this.

The praise test

If you were to begin to dig into all the theories and ideas out there about creation you would very quickly become confused. How could we possibly know we were walking down the right road? Here is one test: Does your understanding of creation lead you to praise God for what He has done? If it doesn't you're on the wrong road. Biblical evidence shows that people who grasp creation marvel and wonder in a deep humility that leads to praise.

Psalm 148 praises the Lord for His creation. Verse 5 then praises Him for making all of it. Likewise Psalm 104 begins with praise from the soul and then moves to explain why to praise – look at all He has made! Psalm 145:5 tells us to meditate on His works of creation.

Let's now begin where the Bible begins at Genesis 1:1: "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth" (ESV). This tells us more than what at first meets the eye.

An important fact of creation is that God was already there

God was not created. As far back as our minds can imagine God has been around. He was there before 'the beginning' of creation. This boggles the mind. The Hebrews way of using the word 'beginning' usually refers to the beginning of an event or period. God was there before He began to create.

Automatically this excludes a number of creation ideas out there:

	Atheism – people who believe there is no God at all. 

	Polytheism – people who believe in more than one God. There was only one God before creation. If there were others, and there are not, they were made by this one and cannot be equal with Him in any way. 

	Pantheism – this refers to any teaching that says God is creation, or that a part of creation is God. This is clearly not taught in this verse (or any verses). 

	Eternal matter – some people believe that matter has always existed, that matter is eternal. This is not what we see in these verses. 

	Fate – this is a belief that there are powers out of our control that are making things happen. 'Mother nature' (Gaia) is the queen of fate. This is not right. Fate is not the controller or maker, God is. 


This verse introduces us to a God who has always existed and is utterly self-sufficient. His existence is apart from creation. He is not part of creation other than being the creator of it. His fingerprints are on it but he is not it or has not become it. It follows then that all that God has made is His. The ultimate owner, author and power is the God who made it. 

There are further implications to this:

	The world, the way it runs and should run is up to God to decide. 

	This is why sin exists. To be out of touch with God means to be out of touch with the one who has sovereign rights and control over the universe. 


	The world, the way it runs and should run are within God's ability to control. 

	This means that God is more than able to control our lives.


Another important fact of creation is that God made the universe from nothing at all

When Genesis 1 says He made the 'heavens and earth' it means He made everything and there was nothing before this moment. This phrase is much like the phrase 'from Dan to Beersheba' which means everything in all Israel. Colossians 1:16 has the same sentiment: "In Him all things were created... visible and invisible". There is nothing that exists that God didn't make Himself by His own words. He made the physical world but also the spiritual world. Every power, every angel, was made by Him. Absolutely nothing exists that God didn't make.

Can you see why thoughts of His creation are supposed to end in praise? Nothing is out of His control! He made it, knows how it works and runs it perfectly. He has perfect knowledge of everything at all times. The Lord who calls us to be His own is nothing less that the creator of it all. Who else need be on our side? Equally though, how terrible to be against Him!

Further, we are to know that God made it all from nothing. The direct emphasis of Hebrews 11:3 is "so that what is seen was not made out of things that are visible." God made everything from absolutely nothing.

The implications of this point are positive and negative. Negatively, if a person believes that matter is eternal then God fails to be sovereign, independent and the only one worthy of worship. "What right has God to demand that He be ruler if matter always existed?" asks Wayne Grudem. Positively, if God made everything then all He has made has purpose and meaning. 

It is important to realise that God's work of creation is a completed work

The process of creation is finished. The word 'created' implies that God is finished with the work. God was satisfied with His workmanship in making the world. He made it and considered it 'good' (Genesis 1:31). To use and enjoy the world is right and what we are supposed to do. Although sin has caused catastrophic trouble in the world, God's goodness is still in it and can still be readily seen. Our role still remains the same as it was originally – enjoy and steward this amazing creation made especially for us.

This is seen in Genesis 1:2. "The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters." This Scripture tells us two things we are missing in this early stage of creation: form and occupation. The earth was to be specially formed for its inhabitants. It was also void, it was being made for us but we were not on it yet. The rest of the creation account tells us how these two things came about. The whole universe was made for us and we were placed in it! How wonderful. All of this for each of us!

There is a view of creation that is becoming more widely spread that concerns us at this point. You may have heard of process theology. This is a doctrine that claims that God in 'process', figuring out in real-time the best response to what people do freely. He is learning about his creation as it develops and figuring out how best to deal with it. But this is not true. God has finished making the universe. Although it is alive and full of activity and many things seem new, this is not the case. All that can be known is known by Him. The creation with all its vastness, infinite complexity and all that is still to be invented and done is all as God made it to be. Man is just discovering what was already there. God is not figuring it out; He knows everything there is to know about it already. He has already saved it from destruction. Jesus was slain before the world was even made (Revelation 13:8) -- He saved it before He made it! It is completed. There will never be an anomaly, secret power or unknown force that could interfere. Nothing other than what God made in full knowledge exists! 

This is also important for the Christian who is concerned with the many mysteries out there. Aliens, other galaxies and other life forms, time travel and all the conspiracy theories of the universe are all known by God. No need to worry. We will still need the Lord Jesus to save us no matter what happens tomorrow! All these things won't change what God has revealed to be true. Jesus is His final word. Even if we were to relocate to live with five-headed friendly monsters on the planet Zoron we would still need to be in relationship with the God of creation as man's primary purpose.

Why God created the world is only His to know

The absence of 'because' in Genesis 1:1 is a significant ommission. God created the universe because it was His will to do it. He doesn't need to explain His reasons for doing this. Revelation 4:11 says, "Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created." It pleased Him to create for reasons that are solely His. 

Scripture does hint of another reason for creation though: the glory of God. Angels cry in Isaiah 6:3, "The whole earth is full of His glory!" The universe was to be the manifestation of His goodness, mercy, power, truth and wisdom. All that God is is a God of glory. "God did not create the world for His own satisfaction or self-fulfilment, but to allow all of creation to share the richness, the wonder, the glory of Himself," says J Rodman Williams.

We do know of one reason God didn't create the world: necessity. Some writers have put forward this strange idea that God needed something to love. He was lonely and needed fellowship. Wrong. Acts 17:25 clearly states that God needs absolutely nothing. He didn't create the world out of any need or pressure or longing. He is not frustrated, subject to forces of evil or ever pressured to act. He created simply because it was His will. God is complete without creation.

We will do well to let the Scriptures teach us what we are to know about this world God has made. Let it lead to praise as we ponder God and all that he has made.
Part Two: Asking the right questions  


























Part Two: Asking the right questions



In the previous section we covered the major background ideas of creation that should be grasped. We briefly touched on why God created the universe. Now we will look briefly at how and when He created. Again we will proceed slowly. The huge controversy and argument that has polarised Christianity from science in recent years is regrettable, but hopefully we can avoid going down unneccessary tangents.

Asking the right questions

Most of the controversy that has arisen hinges around the Bible seemingly disproving science or science seemingly disproving the Bible. Having heard the endless arguments it becomes a challenging task to read these scriptures afresh. But it is a process we must go through. The key questions to ask are: "Why did the Holy Spirit have Genesis 1-2 included in the Bible? and "What are we to gain from reading Genesis 1-2?" Knowing exactly what the limitations and purposes of Genesis are will help us a great deal in our task.

A further principle to establish in the beginning is the willingness to say, "We do not know." Many Christians are comfortable with this. Many aren't. Surely there are many things we don't completely know. But that is not to say that we don't know anything and Christianity is a faith based on nothing else but myth. Not true. We know an awful lot about what we need to know. We know about salvation; we know about God's character; and a large amount of other topics in Christianity. But when we look at the exact way in which God created there are some things we simply do not know.

Equally, science should be willing to admit the same. Science is ever changing. Many assumptions are not as certain as we would hope. Humility on both sides will save many people from loosing out on what is a wonderful doctrine.

Consider these facts before deciding whether Genesis is telling us exactly when and how God created the universe:

Part Three: God made us  


























Part Three: God made us



We now focus on God's creation of human beings. Our quest to find out who we are and where we come from are not to be the biggest questions of life for the Christian, surprisingly enough. God answers them right at the beginning of His Bible. He wants us to know who we are and what were made for. He wants us to understand ourselves to the greatest degree we can. It would help the entire world and save it from so much trouble if we would all just believe Genesis 1 and 2.

Not unlike the creation of the universe, the creation of mankind has numerous points of question and even controversy. The approach of this booklet will be to stick closely to Genesis 1-2 and get the teaching from there most centrally. We won't delve deeply into philosophy here. The sections will be titled as questions that the Scriptures are answering for us as the account moves forward.

Who is man?

Genesis 1:26

"Let us make man..."

 

Genesis 2:7

"Then the Lord formed the man..."

Man is God's name for the distinct and special individuals He would finally place in the rest of creation. The word adam is the Hebrew word for man. It has three main uses in the Old Testament. It refers to humanity, male humans, or an individual person. The context determines what it is saying. 

We are to notice that humanity exists because of a purposeful act by God

There are many different ideas today of who man essentially is:

	Material – worth 45-100 Rand in minerals. 

	Biological – highest mammal. 

	Psychological – environmental construction. 

	Economic – he is what he eats. Unit in an economic system  (Karl Marx). 

	Sociological view – all determined by society and culture. 

	Philosophical – animal that can reason. 

	Existentialist – man is what he makes himself to be. The pawn of the universe. 

	Machine – man is defined by what he can do. 

	Sexual being – all human behaviour is to be understood as modification of sexual energy. 

	A free being – freedom from restraint is the important issue.


The Christian view of who man is can be summarised by saying we are living, intelligent beings made actively, carefully and purposefully by God (Psalm 139: "let us..."). Man is then, at his essence, God's creature. "I am formed by God, for God" and this is our ultimate identity. 

Even though man is above the animal world he is under God

Psalm 8 covers this theme. God has made man. Further in this study we will see the extremely high position God has placed man in. But man is still under God. Many people fail to see this. 

	Humans are not God. Nor little gods. Humans are not the highest object in the universe


	Humans are part of creation with no independent existence. Man will never be self-ruled.
 

	Our power, intellect and all facets are limited, although we are a masterpiece of creation.


Why did God make us?

Isaiah 43:7 "...whom I created for my glory."

This is the big question. This is not the question, "Why did God make me like this?" which a person asks when they dislike their freckles!

The reasons God made us are the same as for all of creation. Firstly, He ultimately just wanted to. Secondly, He did it because He is a God of glory. While God didn't need to create us it is very important to know that we are important to God himself. We are truly important and valuable to God for all eternity. Who you are and what you are seriously matter to God. He made us for Himself so we could share in his glory.

What then is our ultimate purpose in life?

Our purpose is fulfilling what God created us to do. We are to thoroughly enjoy God and delight in our relationship with Him. We are to work the earth. 'Finding your purpose' is a buzz statement in today's world but many people mean something different to what the Scriptures teach us.

Think of some of the Psalms: "There is nothing upon earth I desire more than you." (Psalm 73:25.) "For a day in your courts is better than anything else." (Psalm 84:10.) Our ultimate purpose is to know God and be what he designed us to be as human beings: and we were designed to know him!

How did we come to exist?

Here we shall consider briefly how God made humans. The first question to answer is: are we to consider Adam and Eve as actual people? The traditional view is that Adam and Eve were the first two actual people formed from the hand and breath of God in space and time. The other view is that Adam and Eve are symbols for humanity. The second view becomes difficult to maintain when we consider Paul's use of Adam as an individual compared with Christ in Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15. The most clear conclusion is that Adam and Eve were, according to Scripture, the first actual people that existed.

There are five theories here as to how we came to exist:

	Naturalistic evolution – random, natural principles. 

	Fiat creationism – it was a decisive creative act of God. 

	Deistic evolution – much the same as a naturalistic view, but God, not chance, is the starter of the process. 

	Theistic evolution – God started the process and at a distinct point added a spirit to man. 

	Progressive creationism – at separate, distinct times God acted. Then he left it to do its own thing (evolution). Then he acted again. Then he made man. And so on.


Much like the creation argument these views are recent additions. The theory of evolution and scientific advances have caused us to ask questions about creation. We won't cover the last chapter again, but what we know here is that we came to exist when God made two people. The Genesis account doesn't tell us much more.

What is it to be made in the image of God?

Genesis 1:26 "...make man as our image according to our likeness".

The primary characteristic of man which sets us apart from all else God has made is that we are made according to His image and likeness. But what does this mean?

As with most points in doctrine studies there are a number of views. We will go through some of them. We will then go through a process of trying to understand what the Scripture is trying to teach us about ourselves.

Essentially there are three major views as to what man as the image of God means:

Part Four: Man made glorious  


























Part Four: Man made glorious



We now continue to look at God's creation of mankind. There are many questions to ask and scripture is not silent on this topic. We are slowly moving through the major ideas present in Genesis about humanity.

What is the nature of man?

	Man has a two-part nature


This is introduced in Genesis 2:7, "Then the Lord God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature." 

Why did the Holy Spirit tell us this? What are we learning about ourselves here? The emphasis is that man is a whole being. This is not technical, scientific language. Man is a whole person. He is from the earth. He is made of chemicals, substances and functions like the other animals. If God so chooses he will return a man to the earth as dust. Equally, if God so chooses man will take on an immortal body and be with Him. 

Man is 'breathed' into by God. Man is a complex personality with a 'non-material' part to him. Man is essentially two parts in nature.

The way the Bible deals with the physical body is not that difficult to follow. The physical body is:

	From the earth (Genesis 2:7) 

	Not eternal (people die in Scripture) 

	To be obedient to God's ways (1 Corinthians 6:20) 

	An entry point for temptation (Romans 8:13) 

	Controllable in its passions (Romans 6:12) 

	To be changed into an eternal / immortal one (1 Corinthians 15:51-54)


The Bible's dealings with the 'non-material' part of man is a little more difficult to follow. The Old Testament is non technical with regards to the nature of man and also emphasises the whole man.

	Many references to all your heart and soul, which means everything (Deuteronomy 4:29)

	Numbers 14:21 - refers to Caleb's attitude


	Ecclesiastes 12:7 – refers to the part other than the body which goes to God when we die


The Old Testament teaches that man is a body and a complex personality. The New Testament seems to emphasise the same idea but uses more terms:

	Matthew 10:28 – body and soul = whole person.


	Matthew 26:41 – spirit and body = whole person.


	Luke 8:55 – spirit returned and she comes alive.


	Acts 2:26 – heart is glad, body rejoices.


	Ephesians 2:3 – lived with sinful nature = (desires and thoughts).


Difficult Scriptures:

1 Thessalonians 5:23 talks of "spirit, soul and body [to be] kept blameless'.

Hebrews 4:12 talks of 'dividing between soul and spirit... discerning the intentions of the heart."

The New Testament uses soul and spirit interchangeably. The soul or the spirit departs at death. People are either "body and soul" or "body and spirit" and the soul and spirit can sin. When we try to get too technical we will find ourselves getting too confused. 

But the New Testament exhibits the same idea that man is two parts in nature. When it mentions more than two it is talking about aspects of our personality of life. Body = part of this world, soul = relating to yourself; spirit = relating to God.

Nowhere does it teach that man has a dead spirit that God makes alive. Romans 6:11, Ephesians 2:1 tell us that the whole person is dead in their sins but they can be made alive in their relationship to God.

Some teach that we are three-part beings (body, soul, spirit are three parts; or body, soul, mind.) Is this something we can live with?

	It's complex to live with three parts. Which part does what? Do you hear God in your spirit but not your mind? Every part seems to intertwine with the other? When we start creating too much separation it presents problems, making people over-spiritual at times. Some people go so far as to say that all that matters is their spirit, meaning they can do what they like with their body!

	We could miss that physical and emotional problems affect spiritual conditions. Some people compartmentalise sanctification (the process of holiness). 

	Sometimes people fail in growing up because they are trying to unify the parts or get one part to control the other. 


Where do our non-material parts come from? 

There are three main ideas:

	Pre-existent Spirit which enters into us at birth 

	The Bible says God foreknew that we would exist but it doesn't say we were pre-existent. This idea is found in eastern religions. 




	Creation theory – individually created at the point of conception 

	This has the most overwhelming evidence. 

	Psalm 139 – "knit me together". 

	Zechariah 12:1 – knits the spirit of man within him.
 


	Traducian – spirit and body generated by parents 


	Explains passing of sin and genetics 


Conclusion

Scripture doesn't adequately explain genetic passing of personality and it's the philosopher not the Christian's job to think on that.

Male and female

Genesis 1:27; 2:18-25 is important teaching on the nature of man. Humanity is in two – male and female. Males and females make up the human race.

This is a huge subject in and of itself. We'll have to limit ourselves to a few comments however:

	We are to notice that the relationship that men and women will have, expressed most closely in marriage, is reflective of the relationship between Father, Son and Spirit. 

	We are to notice that men and women are equal in personhood and importance. 

	The roles of the men and women are slightly different.


In summary, man was made to be male and female. He exists of material body and a non-material part called the spirit, soul or heart.

What should man do?

Part Five: The world is under God's control  


























Part Five: The world is under God's control



How God controls the world falls under a doctrine called providence. Contemporary Christians desperately need to come to grips with the teaching of providence. Most have probably not even heard the word before! The world today is increasingly asking questions and attributing natural disasters, poverty, and its frequent chaos to God. Is this valid? If not, why? 

How does God influence the affairs of the world? How real is the freedom humans have to act? Does God always get what he wants? Does God foreordain evil acts? These are major questions and Christians need to think about such things. It is no easy process dealing with them. There is a lot of teaching and Bible understanding required.

A brief history of the doctrine of providence

1st - 4th century

The doctrine was mostly a series of arguments against pagan and heretical thought. These arguments were mainly about proving that there is a loving God who cares for this world. Evil was attributed to sin alone and all evil was a result of sin. 

4th - 8th century

The theologians during this time built on previous ideas but sought to defend God's care especially when the Roman Empire fell. The reconciliation of human freedom with divine sovereignty began to receive attention. 

Early 5th century

Augustine (a well known church theologian) was the first to claim two tensions: (1) man sins freely and is responsible for his own sin, (2) human beings without help cannot stop sinning.

In contrast to this there was also the rise of Pelagianism which states that (1) it's not just to hold people accountable for wrongdoing when they can't do anything else, so therefore (2) all humans possess the ability to behave righteously.

5th - 17th century

This long time period is characterised by preoccupation with human freedom and divine action.

17th - 18th century

Intellectuals in the enlightenment of the 17th and 18th century began to look not at salvation but God's control of the world. Non-Christian thinkers came up with the idea of general providence – a sort of general control, like a distant superintendent. Miracles were denied.

The 20th century

The process theologians emerge. They believe God is 'in process' -- making up the world's future and determining his responses in real time. Essentially, God is learning about man as time goes by and changing and adjusting what he does accordingly.

Today

Today people are confused about providence. Evangelical pastors show a wide variety of different thoughts. The options are many:

	Atheist – no God, future uncertain, death is cold and impersonal.

	Deist – distant God. No interfering. Mechanical view of the world. No miracles. 

	Polytheism – many gods (even the saints and Mary). God vs. Satan worldview. 

	Determinism – fate is fixed. What will be will be. Impersonal. Random.

	Fatalistic religions - Islam and others. 

	Evangelical Christians – man's freedom, God's sovereignty, and uncertainty. Christians are just as affected by things that go wrong as non-Christians. There seems to be no special care for Christians. 


People in the world either have a great problem or great love for God's rule of the world. There are reasons for this. Science, major calamities and the modern age have fuelled scepticism while people view the world as though they are the centre of it more than ever. Providence is always about 'them', which leads to major questions that are very difficult to answer in a general sense. But when providence is not always about the individual things can begin to make much more sense. 

In the Church, modern evangelical pastors are more concerned with motivation and behaviour than belief. The result is that providence has left pulpits. 

But consider the following texts:

Acts 2:23

"This Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men".


Acts 4:27-28

"Truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place".


Genesis 45:5

"And now do not be distressed or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here, for God sent me before you to preserve life".


Phil 2:12,13

"Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure".


Psalm 103:19

"The LORD has established his throne in the heavens, and his kingdom rules over all".

God is so thoroughly and totally in control of every minute detail of our world that his control allows for real human freedom. It is a mystery but it works out when you live it: you will experience the ability to totally trust God to care for you while also realising that God doesn't force you to do anything and your choices have consequences.

How does God relate to the world?

Part Six: God is behind it all  


























Part Six: God is behind it all



We began with the creation of the world and the universe. We then looked at the details of how God mad humanity. We are now trying to understand how God controls it all. In this final part we'll explore this mysterious subject a little more deeply. 

A small summary from Part 5:

	God is so in control it allows for human freedom. 

	God is in control of all personal circumstances. If you really believe in creation, you believe this even when all things seems to work together for 'bad'. 

	God even gets His will done through the wickedness of men. 

	God works in mysterious ways. 

	When everything is going wrong, everything is going right.


These are not all easy to grasp.

Understanding a little more about the mystery of evil

The last teaching looked at the detailed and intricate control that God has of the universe. Immediately this poses a problem for us, and the problem is evil. If God is so in control, what about all the wrongdoing that is going on, with the seeming lack of intervention? Is God causing it? Is God allowing it? Does God take pleasure in it? What does rampant evil mean for our faith in God? 

There are two main areas where people have problems:

	God's total power
Does God somehow lack total power? Can he not stop evil?
 

	God's goodness
Why doesn't God do something to stop evil? 


1. The origin of evil is not revealed in Scripture

	Understanding it would in some ways justify it. 


	Eg. If you understand the background of a person you can almost 'justify' their behaviour. But we cannot justify evil. 


2. Scripture does tell us that God can use evil acts to fulfil his plans. And His plans are for his glory and our good

	One nation can be the judgment of another. (Isaiah 13-23.)

	The hardness of Pharaoh's heart was an important component in God's dealings with Israel and Egypt. (Exodus 9.)

	Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers who were jealous of him, but later on it says this was God's plan. (Genesis 50:20.)


3. Scripture also tells us God never tempts anyone and totally hates all evil (James 1:13)

	God is never responsible for any evil act or thought. The evil he uses is not His.

	People are rightly blamed and judged for evil acts.


4. Scripture tells us that suffering has meaning for the Christian (1 Peter)

	Suffering is part of the fallen world for everyone.


	Suffering is a means to grow in faith.


	Suffering has meaning for the Christian.


	Suffering is a means of growth.


	Suffering should be expected in the walk of faith (Matthew 5:11).


These affirmations often remain intellectual. There are some things we understand and some things we can't. What a person really needs is to learn to cope with trouble. Understanding some of its parameters doesn't help people to cope much. What we really need in tragedy, most of all, is God's presence - something Job came to grasp at the end of the book of Job.

Learning to live with God and mystery

There are times when things go wrong -- very wrong -- for people. It happens to Christians. It leaves concern, doubt and a bitter taste. How can we cope with trouble?

The answer is that we have to discover faith. The answer is not understanding evil or a principle of life but getting to live again with God when bad things happen.

1. If we could explain God, what kind of God would He be?

	Mystery is a part of God that we can come to love and rest in. When God says, "My ways are not your ways" in Isaiah 55:8, he said this to Israel to comfort and encourage them. When we don't know, we can know that He knows. "We wouldn't understand even if He told us" says Habakkuk 1:5. 

	We don't know how this works. Romans 8:28 -- "And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose." But we know it does work!


2. God wants us to trust Him

	What does He want more than anything else? To believe Him on His word alone. 

	What we do know about God is enough for total trust and confidence. Consider His goodness, care, knowledge, promises of a saviour, sending of Jesus, proof of future plans in Jesus, and promises for the future. 

	His words loom large: "I know what I am doing! I know everything!" 

	In the end God wants us to come to the point where he can ask us: "I know this is tough for you and you don't understand but can I be enough for you? Is it okay that I know and I know what I am doing? Can I be enough for you even though you don't understand it all?"


3. If only we kept in mind how good God has been to us

	We don't know the extent of his protection. 

	We sometimes fail to realise that we deserve nothing. Expectation adds to the difficulty of evil. What do we really deserve?


Job, Habakkuk, and Psalm 73 have the same treatment for coping with evil. Fellowship with God himself is the only remedy. We don't need answers -- we need God himself. Rescue is not solely intellectual it is experiential. No one can get to heaven by intellect, God has to be experienced.

Psalm 73 (from Michael Eaton's sermons on providence)

1. The writer of the Psalm ran into trouble

	His trouble started by looking at the life of the wicked. 

	He noticed how easy life seemed for them. 

	They even scoff at God (v.11) and it doesn't cause them trouble.


2. His trouble caused Him to be extremely close to backsliding

	V.13-14 -- he believes His service and love for God are a waste of time. 

	This is the temptation when people fall into trouble.


3. He is rescued from backsliding by a tiny thought

	v.15 -- his thought was that if he backslides on purpose he will injure other people. 

	Many times a small opportunity or thought can rescue the Christian.


4. He realises that intellectual understanding wouldn't rescue him (v.16)

5. He decides to get back to the fellowship (v.17)

6. He then begins to think of the future (v.18-22)

7. He comes to care only about the presence of God in his life (v.23-28)


Each follower of God will have to learn to cope and enjoy the God who is mysterious. Intellect will only take us so far. A real living connection with God is the only way to understand the mysteries of life.

How does His control relate to prayer?

Prayer itself contains some mystery. The common question posed to prayer is 'Why should I pray if God will get his will done anyway?' It would seem that the Scriptures are not at pains to answer this question in particular. In the Bible people pray and pray and pray. 

1. We are not to treat God as predictable

	Jonah 2:9, "Who knows? God may turn and relent". When it comes to prayer there are not supposed to be fancy formulas and technical procedures (faith, His will). 

	We are to pray as though the outcome is not fixed at all. 

	Far from discouraging prayer, this is to encourage it. Who knows?


2. We are encouraged to see God as our Father, especially in prayer

	"Our Father" -- not Lord, not God. When it comes to prayer we are no