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296 Christian Theology

God as Creator

The doctrine of God as creator has its foundations firmly laid in the Old Testament
(e.z. Genesis 1, 2). In the history of theology, the doctrine of God the creator has
often been linked with the authority of the Old Testament. The continuing impor-
rance of the Old Testament for Christianity is often held to be grounded in the fact
that the God of which it speaks is the same God to be revealed in the New Testa-
ment. The creator God and the redeemer God are one and the same. In the case of
Gnosticism, a vigorous attack was mounted on both the authority of the Old Testa-
ment and the idea that God was creator of the world.

Development of the doctrine of creation

The theme of “God as creator™ is of major importance within the Old Testament.
Attention has often focused on the creation narratives found in the first two chapters
of the Book of Genesis, with which the Old Testament canon opens. However, it
must be appreciated that the theme is deeply embedded in the wisdom and prophetic
literature in the Old Testament. For example, Job 38: 1 — 42: 6 sets out what is
unquestionably the most comprehensive understanding of God as creator to be found
in the Old Testament, stressing the role of God as creator and sustainer of the world.

It is possible to discern two distinct, though related, contexts in which the notion
of “God as creator” is encountered: first, in contexts which reflect the praise of God
within Israel’s worship, both individual and corporate; and second, in contexts which
stress that the God who created the world is also the God who liberated Israel from
bondage, and continues to sustain her in the present.

OF particular interest for our purposes is the Old Testament theme of “creation
as ordering” and the manner in which the critically important theme of “order™ is
established on and justified with reference to cosmological foundations. It has often
been pointed out how the Old Testament portrays creation in terms of an engage-
ment with and victory over forces of chaos. This “establishment of order™ is gener-
ally represented in two different ways:

1 Creation is an imposition of order on a formless chaos. This model is especially
associared with the image of a potter working clay into a recognizably ordered
structure (e.g. Genesis 2: 7; Isaiah 29: 165 44: 5; Jeremiah 18: 1-6).

2 Creation concerns conflict with a series of chaotic forces, often depicted as a
dragon or another monster (variously named Behemoth, Leviathan, Nahar, |

Rahab, Tannim, or Yam) who must be subdued (Job 3: 8; 7: 12;9: 13; 40: 15-[ : ,: =:

32: Psalm 74: 13-15; 139: 10-11; Isaiah 27: 1; 41: 9-10; Zechanah 10: 11).

It is clear that there are parallels between the Old Testament account of God en-
gaging with the forces of chaos and Ugaritic and Canaanite mythology. Neverthe-
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less, there are significant differences at points of importance, not least in the Old
Testament’s insistence that the forces of chaos are not to be seen as divine. Creation
is not to be understood in terms of different gods warring against cach other for
mastery of a (future) universe, but in terms of God’s mastery of chaos and ordering
of the World. - 5

Perhaps one of the most significant affirmations which the Old Testament makes
is that wature is not divine. The Genesis creation account stresses that God created
the moon, stin, and stars. The significance of this point is too casily overlooked.
Each of these celestial entities was worshipped as divine in the ancient world. By
asserting that they were creared by God, the Old Testament is insistin g that they are
subordinate to God, and have no intrinsic divine nature,

Having briefly introduced some aspects of the concept of creation, particularly
within a Jewish or Christian LORLEXT, We may now pass on to consider some of its
aspects in a more theological manner,

For Gnosticism, in most of its significant forms, a sharp distinction was to be
drawn between the God whe redeemed humanity from the world, and a somewhar
inferior deity (often termed “the demiurge™) who created thar world in the first
place. The Old Testament was regarded by the Gnostics as dealing with this lesser
deity, whereas the New Testament was concerned with the redeemer God. As such,
belief in God as creator and in the authority of the Old Testament came to be
interlinked ar an carly stage. Of the early writers to deal with this theme, Irenacus of
Lyons is of particular importance.

A distinct debarte centered on the question of creation ex mikilo (“out of nothing™).
It must be remembered that Christianity initially took root and then expanded in the
castern Mediterrancan world of the first and second centuries, which was dominated
by various Greek philosophics. The general Greek understanding of the origins of the
world could be summarized as follows. God is not to be thought of as having created
the world. Rather, God is to be thought of as an architect, who ordered preexistent
matter. Matter was already present within the universe, and did not require to be
created; it needed to be given a definite shape and structure. God was therefore thought
of as the one who fashioned the world from this already existing matter. Thus in one
of his dialogues { Timaeus) Plaro developed the idea that the world was made out of
precxistent matter, which was fashioned into the present form of the world.

This idea was taken up by most Gnostic writers, who were here tollowed by
individual Christian theologians such as Theophilus of Antioch and Justin Martyr.
They professed a belief in preexistent matter, which was shaped into the world in
the act of creation. In other words, creation was not ex mikilo: rather, it was to be
Sten as an act of construction, on the basis of material which was already o hand, as
one might construct an igloo out of snow, or a house from stone. The existence of
evil in the world was thus to be explained on the basis of the intractability of this
preexistent martter, God’s options in creating the world were limited by the poar
quality of the material available. The presence of evil or defects within the world are

thus not to be ascribed to God, but to deficiencies in the material from which the
world was constructed.
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However, the conflict with Gnosticism forced reconsideration of this issue, In
part, the idea of creation from preexistent matter was discredited by its Gnostic
associations; in part, it was called into question by an increasingly sophisticated
reading of the Old Testament creation narratives. Reacting against this Platonist
worldview, several major Christian writers of the second and third centuries argued
that everything had to be created by God. There was no preexistent matter; every-
thing required to be created out of nothing. Irenaeus argued thar the Christian
doctrine of creation affirmed the inherent goodness of creation, which contrasted
sharply with the Gnostic idea that the material world was evil.

Tertullian emphasized the divine decision to create the world, The existence of .
the world is itself due to God's freedom and goodness, not to any inherent neces-
sity arising from the nature of matter. The world depends on God for its existence,
This contrasted sharply with the Anstotelian view that the world depended on nothing
for its existence, and that the particular structure of the world was intrinsically nec- [
essary. Yet not all Christan theologians adopted this position at this carly stage in .
the emergence of the Christian tradition. Origen, perhaps one of the most Platonist |
aof early Christian writers, clearly regarded the doctrine of creation from preexistent
matter to have some merit.

The central issue relating to the doctrine of creation which had to be debated in
the first period of Christian theology was thus that of dualion. The classic example
of this is found in some of the forms of Gnosticism, so forcefully opposed by Irenaeus,
which argued for the existence of two gods: a supreme god, who was the source of
the invisible spiritual world, and a lesser deity who creared the world of material
things. This approach is strongly dualist, in that it sets up a fundamental tension
between the spiritual realm (which is scen as being good) and the material realm
(which is seen as being evil). The doctrine of creation affirmed that the material
world was created good by God, despite its subsequent contamination by sin. A
similar outlook is associated with Manichaeism, a Gnostic worldview which Augus-
tine found attractive as a young man. N

By the end of the fourth century, most Christian theologians had rejected the
Platonist approach, even in the form associated with Origen, and argued for God
being the creator of both the spiritual and material worlds. The Nicene creed opens 4
with a declaration of faith in God as “maker of heaven and earth,” thus affirming the
divine creation of both the spiritual and material realms. During the Middle Apges,
forms of dualism once more made their appearance, particularly in the views of the &
Cathari and Albigenses, who taught that matter is evil, and was created ex nhilo by .
the devil. Against such views, the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) and the Council of
Florence (1442) raught expliatly that God created a good creation out of nothing.

Implications of the doctrine of creation

The doctrine of God as creator has several major implications; of which several may
be noted here. e




























