“Christianity is not just involved with "salvation", but with the total man in the total world. The
Christian message begins with the existence of God forever, and then with creation. It does not begin
with salvation. We must be thankful for salvation, but the Christian message is more than that. Man
has a value because he is made in the image of God.” - Francis Schaeﬀer

Creation.
“In the beginning, God.” The Biblical narrative begins where the Christian faith does, with God himself. It is
fitting that the story of God would begin with the first work of God, creation. Before anything else was, He is.
The importance of this for Christian theology really cannot be underestimated. The debate around the origin of
the earth is significant and important but it is not the core of the creation story. The big idea of the first two
chapters of Genesis is that God is at the center of human existence and that, without him, there is nothing. We
can - and will - debate about the age of the earth and the means by which it was created but we cannot miss
the simple but important fact that it came from God.
Ex nihilo.
Genesis 1:2 says, “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.” Theologians describe God’s creation as “ex nihilo” or
from nothing. This is the contra the idea that God took previously existing raw materials from the universe and
set about forming them into the world. Christians believe that everything has its source in God and that nothing
exists outside of his active work. Colossians 1:16 expands the breadth of God’s creation even further saying,
“For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions
or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him.” Before God spoke, nothing existed
and because he spoke, it all exists. Each and every speck in our universe owes its being to the spoken word of
God.

Immanence.
God did not simply create the world and then step back to allow it to function without him. God is uniquely
involved with his creation, though he is separate from it. The word for this is “immanent” and it implies that God
remains involved with creation in an ongoing way. Colossians 1:17 says that “in him all things hold together”.
We are, therefore, completely dependent upon God, not only for our existence but for the continuation of our
lives each day. Every breath and beat of our heart is at his command. This necessarily puts humans in a
posture of dependence and submission. The Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper famously said, “There is not a
square inch in the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not
cry, Mine!” It is not enough simply to say that we owe our lives to God but that they, and everything else that
has been created is under God’s sovereign ownership. Properly understood, this idea will humble those who
presume upon creation, believing it to be theirs to exploit. It will convict the greedy who hoard a treasure that is
not their own. And it will relieve the anxious to know that nothing, the good, the bad, or the ugly, happens
outside of God’s sovereign will.
It was very good.
The first chapter of Genesis tells the story of creation in poetic form, repeating patterns and phrases seven
times over. One of those repeated phrases comes at the end of each day, when God declares his work “good”.
The only variation on this theme comes after the sixth day. After creating all of the animals and humankind, he
steps back from his created work and declares all of it “very good”. God’s original creation was perfect, an
exact representation of his love and creativity and a perfect reflection of his glorious character. The world we
see today is that same world, only marred by sin. Sin significantly affects every aspect of God’s creation,
defacing and disfiguring it in unmistakable ways but underneath it all, it is still very good. Satan and sin cannot
fundamentally change what God has made, so in spite of the fact that we experience deep brokenness, we can
still recognize the inherent goodness of creation.

This has significant implications, namely that creation was made for our enjoyment and blessing. Humans were
designed as an ideal match for this world and the world for humans. We were made to be together in an
interdependent and mutually life-giving relationship. Today, even though sin has affected everything, we are
still able to enjoy the gifts of creation. This idea runs counter to two misunderstandings. The first is that
Christians should avoid finding joy in God’s creation for fear of overvaluing and potentially idolizing it. This can
lead to a misguided type of asceticism, which treats the world as a source of temptation. The world wasn’t
given to us to be feared but to be enjoyed. That’s not to say that there isn’t a time and place for fasting but
that’s not the Christian’s default mode. The second misunderstanding says that this world “is not our home”
and that, in the end, God will burn this place down and replace it. This idea vastly overstates sin’s capabilities
to destroy. Though intensely powerful, sin and Satan cannot overcome God and thus, cannot ultimately cause
God to destroy his very good creation. God will one day redeem this world, restoring what has been broken, so
that it will, once again, be fully and completely very good.

The big idea.
Before we look at different theories of the creation timeline, we have to first understand the big idea of the
creation story. No matter where a person lands on the spectrum of the age of earth or means of creation,
Christians must agree that God is at the center of it all. The main takeaway from these two chapters has to be
the central and intimate role that God plays in his creation. He is the source of all life and its sustainer. We are
not the result of a cosmic accident but the intentional, loving, creative work of God’s hand. In addition, he did
not create the world only to set it in motion and then walk away to let us figure it out for ourselves. He is
separate from his creation but still intimately involved in it.

This has always been the position of the historic orthodox church. The Nicene Creed states, “We believe in
one God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.” God stands at
the center of the universe, it is his and everything that flowed from this moment is about him. The story of
creation is the story of God making for himself and people and a place to display his character and reflect his
glory. The most important question, therefore, is not “How old is the Earth?” or “How did it come about?” but
“What was God doing in creation, and why?” We must meditate on this question long before we begin to
debate about the others.
No final conflict.
Francis Schaeffer, well known Christian philosopher and theologian, wrote a book called No Final Conflict in
which he argues that when we have final and full understanding of both science and the scriptures, there will
be no conflict between them. This can sound like “pie in the sky” philosophy but it has important implications.
First, Christians should not fear science or restrict its work. When science is done well and honestly, it can only
reveal more of the mystery of God’s creation. It is a work trending in the direction of revelation, even if in the
short run it seems to be working against our understanding of the world. Second, we should be patient and
humble when it comes to making ultimate statements about the interplay between the scriptures and scientific
revelation. We should not be too quick to accept discoveries that seem to affirm our theological belief, nor too
quick to reject ideas that contradict them. Science is a moving target that is constantly growing and changing,
and if we are honest, so is our understanding of scripture. The relationship between the two is a delicate dance
that requires patience, humility and the desire to learn.
The beginning.
Even though the first couple chapters of Genesis touch on dozens of important theological, scientific,
philosophical and practical topics, one topic gets most of the attention. The age of the earth and the process by
which it came into being have been two of the most hotly debates topics throughout church history and they
remain so today. While it is debatable whether or not these are the most important themes that come out of the
first two chapters, they are relevant enough for us to discuss here. The two issues at hand are, first, the age of

the earth and humanity specifically and second, the process by which the world was created. There is a
spectrum of belief on these topics and so we will try to represent that spectrum as honestly as possible. We will
also delineate between positions that we consider within the scope of orthodoxy and which we believe fall
outside of orthodoxy. This means that many sincere Christians will disagree with each other about these two
issues. This should be done with charity and humility, especially since very few of us had Ph.D.’s in biology or
a related field nor are we scholars of Hebrew poetry.
The theories.
Young Earth Creationism (YEC) is the most conservative position of all the options. YEC teaches that when
Genesis 1 uses the word “day” to denote each phase of creation, it means an actual 24-hour period. Because
of this, it ages the earth at less than ten thousand years old. YEC teaches that all of the basic kinds of animals
were created in that week, including dinosaurs and humans and that they coexisted for a time. YEC teaches a
literal Adam and Eve who were created as adults on the 6th day of creation. It argues that apparent scientific
evidence that suggests an older earth are either due to limited knowledge, incomplete evidence, catastrophic
events in history that make the earth appear older than it is or the result of intentional manipulation of data by
nonChristian scientists who reject theistic premises altogether in favor of purely naturalistic causes.

Progressive Creationism (or Old Earth Creationism) (PC) assumes the creative role of God like YEC but
agrees with much of the scientific consensus about the age of the earth and humans. In order to reconcile
these two ideas PC advocates will say that “day” in Genesis 1 refers to “ages” or “eras” and not 24-hour
periods. Thus, God’s creative work was spread out over millions of years as he spoke each part of creation into
existence age by age. Adam and Eve were literal humans, made by God as a special dispensation of creation
around 10,000 years ago. One of the key questions baked into this discussion is the timing and scope of death
on earth. YEC argue that there was no death on the earth prior to the fall but that wouldn’t work for PC
because millions of years of animals who procreate but don’t die would have overrun the planet. Thus, PC
teaches that there was death in the plant and animal kingdom prior to the Fall, which only applies to human
death.

Intelligent Design (ID) takes a different approach altogether. Technically speaking ID isn’t a Christian
approach and doesn’t actively engage scripture or take it into account in its formulation of creation. ID prides
itself on being a purely scientific endeavor and it locates its main idea in the inadequacy of a blind, unguided
process of creation. ID sees design in creation and argues that anywhere else in human experience that a
person can identify design, it strongly implies the presence of a designer. Most ID proponents are old earth and
adhere to something like progressive creationism but that discussion is really not the point of their work.

Theistic Evolution (or evolutionary creationism) (TE) teaches that Darwinian, macro-evolution is basically true
scientifically, but it has been pushed forward by the invisible hand of God. The idea of evolution hangs on three
primary elements: (1) Change over time, (2) Universal common descent and (3) the sufficiency of Natural
Selection as the only mechanism for creation. Positions vary on the details of scripture but most proponents of
TE don’t take Genesis as an historical account of creation but a poetic retelling of a creation myth. Some would
argue that Adam and Eve were real but were just one pair of hominids present on the earth at the time.
Consistent with the mythologizing of Genesis one, the Fall is also thought to be simply a theological
representation of mankind’s foibles, not a story of an actual event.
Atheistic Evolution explains the origins of the universe similarly to TE but decidedly absent the guiding hand
of God. AE assumes a naturalistic worldview, which means that there is no place for God in the conversation at
all. The process of creation began with a large bang and continued for millions of years by the blind, unguided
process of natural selection until we see what we get today. Any apparent design is an illusion and simply the
elegance of natural selection at work. This view is the only one of these options that falls outside the scope of
orthodox Christianity. As we saw in the Nicene Creed above, it has always been the position of the church that
God is at the center of creation and is its source. Any position that removes God’s work, in whatever form and
timeline, falls outside the bounds of orthodox faith.

Mankind.
As important as the debate about the age of the earth and the process of creation are, there may not be a
more practically important or far-reaching doctrine than the doctrine of the Imago Dei. Genesis 1:26-27 says,

“Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the
earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”
So God created man in his own image,
in the image of God he created him;
male and female he created them.”

At the end of the sixth day of creation, after making the entire planet and all of its inhabitants, God makes
mankind. The creation of mankind is not simply an add-on to creation or a final work of increasing complexity
but an entirely new thing. Before creating, God speaks about what he is going to, something he does nowhere
else in the creation account. He says two important things, first that mankind is going to be made in God’s
image and second, that mankind would have dominion over the rest of creation. We’ll look at them in order.
Imago dei.
The doctrine of imago dei is the foundation for the Christian vision of human dignity. It is this vision that freed
slaves and elevated the status of women around the world. Imago dei cuts across racial, geographical, and
socioeconomic lines and declares all humans equal. The American Declaration of Independence makes the

claim about the fundamental equality of all humans because of Genesis 1:27. Without the imago dei, humans
are tempted to draw lines, make distinctions and establish hierarchies of value. If it’s not race or geography, it’s
productivity, success or genetic perfection. Theologians don’t know exactly what is meant by the fact that we
are made in the image of God. It’s not clear what characteristics we have been endowed with exactly or to
what degree humans reflect God’s image but what is clear is that each and every human was imbued with the
same image bearing capabilities.

So, what does it mean to be made in God’s image? It means that humans have a special connection to God
that they don’t share with any other part of creation. Only humans were given this special designation of image
bearers, which suggests that we are set apart for some specific purpose. Theologians describe humanity as
the apex of God’s creative work. Everything builds in complexity and beauty to the sixth day and then, just
before resting, God creates humankind, endows them with his very image, calls them very good and then
rests. So not only are we created with special purpose and for special relationship, but we also reflect God’s
most creative work. This should not puff us up in pride but cause us to worship in thankfulness. We have been
given an honor that no other part of creation has been given, which should push us ever deeper into love and
submission to our creator.

The imago dei suggests that we were made for a special relationship with God, but what is the nature of this
relationship? Genesis 2:7 recounts the creation of Adam by saying, “the Lord God formed the man of the dust
from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature.” The
intimacy of this moment is almost uncomfortable. God forms Adam with his own hands and then breathes life
into him through his nostrils. Think of the proximity that implies, God was face to face, mouth to nose with
Adam. God chose to breathe life into Adam, instead of simply granting it like he did for the rest of creation. God
had to go out of his way to create in this manner and it had to be on purpose. God’s desire, like all good
fathers, was to begin his relationship with mankind in as intimate a way as possible. This moment sets the
precedent for the kind of relationship God intended and still desires to have with humans. We were literally
made to be this close to God relationally. What an honor and opportunity.

Being an image bearer is not only about a special relationship with God, it also implies a special responsibility.
In the ancient world, Kings and Emperors ruled vast and diverse empires filled with conquered peoples of
diverse loyalties. This presented a problem for the rulers; how could they cultivate and maintain allegiance
among the people? Due to technological constraints, the Emperors were unable to simply travel or project their
presence across their empires. One of the solutions often employed was to set up large statues in city squares
that depicted the ruler or a symbol of the kingdom. This was done to remind the people who ruled them but
also to reinforce cultural norms and rules of law. These representatives were meant to reflect the will and rule
of the King, similar to the way the image of God stamped on humans is meant to reflect the will and rule of
King Jesus.

The responsibility of an image bearer is to live in such a way so to reflect the character and will of God.
Because of sin, this role does not come as naturally as it once did. The image of God never leaves us but it
does become tarnished and hidden by sin. Like a rusted or weather-beaten Porsche 911, the essential shape
and form are still visible, but its former glory has been hidden. The work of discipleship is, in part, to allow the
Holy Spirit to scrub away the rusting effects of sin and to repaint or recondition what has been damaged by our
sin and those who have sinned against us. This is the coordinated work of the Holy Spirit and our concerted
effort to pursue true life in the gospel and it is essential if we are to bear witness to the true King, the way we
were made to do.

The cultural mandate.
In Genesis 1:26, just after God made man in his own image he says this, “Let them have dominion over the
fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the Earth and over every
creeping thing that creeps on the Earth.” Later, verse 28 says, “God blessed them, and God said to them be
fruitful and multiply and fill the Earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the
birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the Earth.” This is what theologians call the
Cultural Mandate and it is the responsibility of humans made in his own image. So, it's not just that humans
benefit from a special creation or a special relationship with God but we also have a special purpose. At the
end of all of God's creative work he set us up as his representatives who would then not only reflect (vertically)
his glory but would also reflect (horizontally) his will for creation. God made all of creation purposefully lovingly
and creatively and had intentions for it to be cultivated into an increasingly complex and beautiful world.

The job of cultivating and creating culture was given to his image bearers to act and live in the world in such a
way that reflected not only his character but also his intention for his world. People were made to be creators
and cultivators; we were made to take the raw materials that God made for us and to turn them into something
good. This is what Andy Crouch calls “culture making”. The cultural mandate is not primarily about redeeming
God’s creation evangelistically. We have been given the tools to make something of our world that contributes
to the flourishing of all of God's creation including the plants, animals and our fellow human beings. That, in
and of itself, is good and fulfills the Cultural Mandate. No one has to get saved, nor does Jesus even have to
be named for it to be good work in God’s eyes. The Cultural Mandate is about taking the raw materials of
God’s world and combining them in a million different combinations in order to make something new or to
make something old more efficient, effective or more broadly applicable. This isn’t only about the physical
world either; ideas, words, and colors are all a part of our cultural toolkit and should be leveraged for the sake
of God’s glory and creation’s flourishing.

Work.
For most humans, culture making takes the form of work. On average, we spend a greater percentage of our
lives working than any other single activity. This is true regardless if you are a full-time employee, business
owner or stay at home mom. Thus, the cultural mandate is a call to work in such a way that both reflects God's
glory and character and works toward the flourishing of his creation. It's important to note that work appears
long before the fall. The fall didn’t create work, but it did turn work into “toil”, which is how many of us
experience it today. It was not meant to be this way, work was meant to be an extension of our creation, an
extension of our image bearing selves. Some of us love to put things together, mix them up, and see new
things emerge. Some of us are built to be creators, to make something out of nearly nothing. Others of us are
modifiers born to see how things could be different or have a broader application. Some of us are maximizers,
we see how great something could be with only a few tweaks. Regardless of the form our culture making
takes, its aim should always be the glory of God and the betterment of our fellow woman and man.

