Sunday 1t August
Creation and The Image of God

Genesis 1; Philippians 2:6-11; John 1:1-14

Today we start a new series of sermons, taking a look at some of the big
themes of the Bible. We will be thinking about what the Bible is (and what it
isn’t); what sort of literature it contains; who the main characters are; what its
major themes are — indeed whether there is an overarching story to the Bible
and, most importantly, how it all fits together.

Parts of what we will look at were covered a couple of years back when some
of us spent a Saturday morning looking at the Bible. We saw then that the
Bible is not like a novel; it does not make its best sense if we start at the
beginning and read through to the end. The bible is actually a collection of
“books” (Biblia = the books) 66 in fact. It is divided into two sections. We call
these the Old Testament and the New Testament.

Testament means agreement or Covenant — referring to agreements between
God and his world — covenants, pacts, contracts, promises — pick the word that
helps. So the Old or First agreement between God and people is effectively
the story of the people of Israel, from the beginning of time to the period just
before Jesus was born.

The new or second agreement is about God relating not just to Israel but to the
whole world; its about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, and about the
beginnings of what we know as the Christian Church — people who follow Jesus
and believe he is God.

The separate books that make up these testaments are all different. Not just in
content but in genre and style and purpose and authorship.

Some of them are like history books, but the history is interspersed with
reflections on what has happened and sermons addressed to those taking part;
others contains poetry and songs — essentially the beginnings of an ancient
liturgy; still other contain wise sayings, proverbs and visions, as well as letters
to individuals and churches addressing both particular issues and more general
ones.

All this might make it seem as if the Bible is hard to understand, but with
thought and prayer and a little help we can all access this book, we can all read
it afresh each day and, and this is where is specialness really comes to the fore,
we can all hear God speaking to us through its pages.



The Bible was not written in English. Every version we have is a translation
from the original texts — the Hebrew of the Old Testament and Greek of the
New. Translation itself is not an exact science. Words mean different things in
different contexts, and there is often not a one to one correspondence
between words in different languages. Add to that the fact that we are dealing
with old texts. There is no one definitive text. Various copies have been found
of varying ages and, largely because they were hand written from oral
traditions, they are not all the same (nor all complete).

Our various English translations try to give the most accurate translation of the
most reliable texts that is most comprehensible in today’s language. Often it’s
a good idea to look at a couple of translations alongside each other to get the
best idea of what is going on.

The version we use in Church is the New Revised Standard Version — now
about 20 years old. But do not limit yourself!

So today | invite you to join me on this adventure as we delve into this book
and see what we can find.

And, contrary to what | said a few moments ago, we will start at the beginning
today with the very first chapter in the Bible which starts with the appropriate
words “in the beginning”. It looks at the creation of the world.

But a warning - these words we had read this morning are not intended to be a
scientific explanation of how the world was created. They are much more
concerned with the why? question than the how? question. They are written
to say that behind everything there is God. Nothing is random. The point is
that the world exists because of God not the other way around. Whether or
not the six days of creation were actual days or simply periods of time is not an
important question. The passage is about God creating order from chaos, and
it culminates in the creation of human beings who reflect something of who
God is, being made in the image of God.

And its these two threads that | would like to concentrate on today. The
creation of the world, and the fact that humans were created in the image of
God.

A few weeks ago in St James our Eco group led a Sunday service where we
thought about climate change and the effects on the environment of human
activity. We thought about words from today’s reading from Genesis — that
God created the world and it was very good. We pondered what our
responsibility was to be stewards of God’s creation and how we have failed in
so many ways. We thought about the things we could urge our Government to
do to make things better, and we looked at small things we as individuals and



churches could do. We each pledged to do one more thing — | wonder how you
are doing with your pledge.

This last week — on Thursday 29t July — was what is known as Earth Overshoot
Day. Calculations are made each year as to how much ecological resource the
earth can generate each year, and how much we currently use up. This year we
used up the whole year’s re-generative resources by Thursday. The rest of the
year we are using up things that cannot be regenerated. It’s a bit like using
limited savings to pay for daily expenses. It is simply not viable in the longer
term. Either we need to increase income or cut down on expenditure. In terms
of our effect on the planet, the only option is to cut down on expenditure —in
other words to use less resources in our daily living. It’s a sobering thought
that 50 years ago Earth Overshoot Day was at the end of December.

The Bible makes it clear that human beings have a special place in creation,
that God has given to us a responsibility to care for the world and nurture it.
When we talk about eco issues and how we respond, we are talking about how
we can fulfil the responsibility God has given us.

And the other thing | want to think of today is what makes human beings so
special. Its not only the responsibilities given to us, it also to do with the
phrase “made in God’s image”. We read in Genesis 1 that God created
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and
female he created them.

What does it mean that we were created in God’s image?

It surely means at the most basic level that in every human being there is
something of God. It might be hard to see this, perhaps its like looking at an
image in a cracked and tarnished mirror. But it is there. And we begin to see
more of what that means when we look at Jesus in the New Testament.

Our Gospel reading today was from the beginning of the gospel of John, the
wonderful reading we often have on Christmas morning or at the midnight
Eucharist. It tells of the birth of Jesus, but not in the same way as Luke and
Matthew do in their familiar nativity stories. Instead it talks of Jesus as the
Word of God who becomes flesh — God himself who adopts human form.

Two interesting themes emerge from this. First that Jesus as the word was “in
the beginning” — that same phrase as the one that opened the book of
Genesis. And that he was God - In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God

The creation story in Genesis tells of creation coming into being by the word of
God - And God said is a recurring phrase. The word of God — Jesus himself —



was active in creation. This, together with that we see the presence of God’s
Spirit in these verses too - a wind from God swept over the face of the waters
—wind and spirit being the same word in the Hebrew - explains the “we”
where it says Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness.
Right here at the very start of the story is the Trinity — Father Son and Spirit.

But back to that John passage which tells us of God taking on human form. This
gives us a clue as to what the image of God referred to in Genesis is. If we look
at the person of Jesus we see what God would look like in a human form. In
other words we see the perfect image of God. We are not talking about
physical characteristics, but inner character, spirit, personality. When God
created human beings this is what he created them to be. The perfect human
is Jesus.

Jesus came to show us what human life could be like, what it was always
intended to be. But he came too so that we can be changed into being more
like this perfection. Through his death and resurrection our failings in the past
can be forgiven and we can be given a new start. He promised the Spirit of God
to each of us to work within us to make us more like him — to help that
tarnished image of God that we each carry within us to be clearer and more
distinct. To transform us into that same image that Jesus showed (as Paul says
in 2 Corinthians) .

So we see already — even in the first story in the Bible —a connection between
Old and New Testaments. We see a connection between our calling to help
restore the world to how God created it to the work of the Spirit in
transforming us to be more like Jesus. We see that the way things are and the
way we are is not how it has to be. We see the transformational power and
character of God. We see hope.

Over these next weeks as we explore some more stories we will get a picture
of how God has worked through the ages; how he wants a relationship with all
people. We will see that there are strong connections between Old and New
Testaments and we will see that this theme of hope we touched on this
morning runs right through the Bible.



