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So, this week we will start a new sermon series called Faith 101. As the title suggests, it’s a series focused 
on Christian doctrine. It’s a series designed to remind you of some of the basics of what we Christians believe. I 
hope that doesn’t put you off. Doctrinal sermons have a reputation for being dry and boring. I get why that is. 
Doctrine is abstract. Doctrine takes stories from the Bible - dramatic stories of conflict and sin and redemption; 
stories of great saving acts of God - and turns them into concepts. The Bible tells us the dramatic story of Jesus 
standing up in the boat in the middle of the storm and calming the tempest with a word; doctrine summarizes all 
that with a word like “omnipotence.” The concept isn’t as exciting as the event.  

The concept is important though. You know what Christian doctrine is like? It’s like a bathymetric map. Do 
you know what a bathymetric map is? Say you are a sailor and you are planning an exciting midsummer trip. You 
are going to sail up the coast of Michigan stopping in various Harbors and lakes along the way. Macatawa, White 
Lake, Muskegon Lake; you want to visit them all. You will want a bathymetric map. That’s a map that doesn’t just 
show you the shoreline of the lake; it also maps out the lake bottom. It shows you the depths of harbors. It tells 
you where the sandbars are located. It shows you the broad deep channels where it’s safe to go, and it shows 
you the rocky places where you could wreck. The bathymetric map has been put together by years of study and 
years of experience. Hundreds of people have travelled this coast before and their accumulated knowledge and 
experience is in the map. So you’ll want to study the map before your trip because it will assist you on your 
journey; it will keep you from running aground. 

Good theology is like a bathymetric map. Based on the experience and wisdom of those who’ve gone 
before, it helps us sail our ship. It helps us avoid the rocks and shoals. It keeps us on a safe and fruitful path.  

Now…looking at a bathymetric map is important and, if you’re a map person, it might even be enjoyable, 
but it’s no substitute for sailing. Sailing is the real thing. In the same way, the doctrinal maps of faith are really 
important, and, if you are a nerd like me, doctrine can be fun, but doctrine is not sailing. Sailing is the real thing. 
Living the life of faith, hope, and love out there on the high seas of life - that’s the main event.  

So we are going to spend the summer studying the beautiful old maps of faith, and we are going to reflect 
on how they can help us with our sailing. Today we will start where many studies of doctrine start, at the 
beginning of the Bible with creation. We will think about creation theology. We will think about what the Bible 
teaches about the natural world. Now, there is so much we could say. Here is Herman Bavinck’s Reformed 
Dogmatics. It must have 4000 pages! Herman Bavinck was a Dutch Theologian, and this is his bathymetric map. 
This is his summary of what the Bible teaches. There is no way we will cover theology with this level of detail this 
summer. 

But I will try to give you some of the basics, and today I want to say three things about the doctrine of 
creation, three things that will help us sail our ship. First, the Bible teaches that creation is good. This is a clear 
Biblical teaching. In fact, you only have to get through one chapter of the Bible to get this doctrine. We read only 
three verses of Genesis 1, but by the time you get through the whole chapter God has said it five times. “It is 
good. It is good. It is very good.” So, Biblically, the goodness of creation is really clear.  

Where this doctrine is less clear is in the realm of lived experience. There are lots of people whose lived 
experience hits them upside the head, and they have a hard time saying, ‘life is good.’ Their experience seems to 
tell a different story. 

It’s an old problem. In the days when Genesis 1 was first written down, there were other creation stories, 
and these creation stories said something very different from Genesis 1. In the creation stories of Babylon and in 
the creation stories of Assyria the world was created through conflict. In the Babylonian creation story, Marduk 
the God of Thunder fights Tiamat the great serpent of chaos. Marduk kills Tiamat, cuts up her body, and the 



 

world is created from the cut-up pieces. Now, if that’s how the world is made, what’s fundamental to reality, 
what’s at the heart of the physical world? It’s not, “life is good.” If this is your story, you are saying, “life is 
struggle, life is conflict.” “Life is conflict and you better be ready to fight to keep your place.”  

In our story, the true story of the world, we are taught something very different. Yes, there is trouble and 
struggle in the world, but these things are not original to creation. Struggle and evil and conflict are alien 
invaders. They are here because of human sin. In the beginning, at its root, creation is good. Creation is very 
good. If the other stories put conflict and competition at the heart of creation, what does our book tell us is really 
at the heart of creation? Love, harmony, creativity, beauty, blessing.  

No one in the modern world follows the ancient Babylonian myths, but there are still people who put a 
conflict story, a conflict myth at the center of the world. If you think about it, the creation story told by scientific 
materialism is a conflict myth. Scientific materialism says there is no God, and that the world was created by 
random chance and struggle. The big bang. The gradual coalescence of galaxies and stars and planets. The 
process of natural selection. That’s how we got there. What’s at the heart of that story? Chance, conflict and, 
when it comes to biological life, struggle. Life is a struggle to survive. It’s not the Marduk story, but it’s the same 
value. If you believe that this world emerged out of random chance and the struggle to survive, doesn’t that put 
chance and conflict at the heart of things? 

Of course, many good Christians believe that God used the big bang as part of his creative process. Many 
of us believe that God used evolution as a part of the way he creates. But none of us believe that chance and 
conflict were at the heart of the story. We all believe the doctrine taught in this passage: God created life and life 
is good. The world was created by God in harmony and joy and love.   

So, creation is good. The second thing I want to say: Creation is also gratuitous. What do I mean by that? 
Something is gratuitous when it is extra, unnecessary and undeserved. Something is gratuitous when it is full of 
grace. When God created the world it wasn’t just good, it was also gratuitous. God didn’t need to create. He 
didn’t make us humans because he was looking for company. Creation was wonderfully unnecessary. It was a 
joyful overflow. It was gratuitous. Paul gets at this in Acts 17 when he’s preaching to the philosophers in Athens. 
He says to them, “The God who made this world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth...he is not 
served by human hands as if he needed anything. Rather he himself gives life and breath and everything else.”  

So, creation is a kind of grace. We are used to thinking of the cross as grace. We are still sinners, yet Christ 
died for us. It is a gift. It is more than we can ask or imagine. But that’s not the only place grace shows up. Grace 
is there from the beginning! The fact that the world exists at all is more than we could ask or imagine. 

I think that the gratuitous nature of creation actually registers in people’s consciousness. It’s something 
we humans can sense in our souls and when we sense it, it shows up as delight. I don’t know if you have any 
scientists in your life. I do. Yay science. Scientists study the natural world. The scientist I know best studies cell 
biology and cell metabolism and he studies in order to find ways to kills and control cancer tumors. So, he learns 
a lot about the mechanics of cells and the way that various parts of the cells work. It’s super technical. He tells 
me about it sometimes, and I nod a lot, but most of it is over my head.  

But here’s the thing: when he talks about how a cell works, even though he’s talking about a mechanical 
process, he’s not mechanical: he’s lit up. He’s all excited! His words and his body are all saying, this is so cool! He 
is full of delight. That’s pretty typical of scientists. When they discover how a thing works, it’s never just: OK I 
finally figured out how this works; it’s always, “this is cool. Nature is amazing!” It’s not just satisfaction; it’s 
delight. And that delight is the human soul sensing the gratuity, the extra, the wonder, the overflow of a God who 
didn’t need to create, but who did, just for the grace of it.  

Have any of you known any 6-year-olds who are into dinosaurs? There’s a few of them out there. How do 
they talk about dinosaurs? They are so excited. They are lit up! They exult! They know all the names and the 
facts, and they are delighted by the thought of these creatures that God had made. They are responding to the 
gratuitous nature of God’s creation. They don’t know it yet, but their excitement is a kind of praise to the God of 
creation. 



 

The Psalmist of Psalm 65 is also exulting in the gratuity of creation. Especially in the poetry at the end of 
the song, it is the joyful unnecessary excess of creation that’s making the Psalmist sing. “Where morning dawns 
and evening fades, you call forth songs of joy. You care for the land and enrich it abundantly. You crown the year 
with your bounty; your carts overflow with abundance. The grasslands overflow. The hills are clothed with 
gladness. The meadows and the valleys shout for joy and sing!” The Psalmist’s heart is full of God’s gratuitous 
creation. 

Creation is good. Creation is gratuitous. Finally, creation is God’s. “The earth is the Lord’s and everything 
in it!” says Psalm 24. On this Ascension Sunday, that’s definitely a part of creation theology we want to 
emphasize. It’s in the title of the Contemporary Testimony: Our World Belongs to God.  

Creation is God’s. That’s a message carried from the beginning of Scripture to its end. At the beginning of 
the book, God stands enthroned over the world he has made. The world belongs to him. In Genesis 11 when 
rebel forces try to rise up against him at the Tower of Babel, God knocks them back. Because this world belongs 
to God. When a powerful king like Nebuchadnezzar tries to pretend that he is a god, God brings him to his knees 
and teaches him to acknowledge the truth: the world belongs to God. When the powers of Evil try to destroy 
Jesus by nailing him on a cross, God defeats them by raising his son from the dead and having him ascend to the 
right hand of God the Father almighty, thus proving that Our world belongs to God. And, as the book of 
Revelation shows us, at the end of all things we see Jesus on the throne and all the rebel forces have been 
defeated, all the tears have been wiped away, and every knee has bowed and every voice on heaven and on 
earth acknowledges that our word belongs to God.  

There’s a reason that the message of God’s Lordship over creation is so strong in the Bible – because 
sometimes, in the trenches, it doesn’t feel that way. At the end of time, we will declare, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and it will 
be full of nothing but joy. But in the meantime - in the meantime – the declaration that Jesus is Lord is made in 
the face of fear and doubt and danger. At the end, ‘Jesus is Lord’ will be pure praise; in the meantime it is also a 
battle cry, it’s a thing we have to say to each other, to remind each other what’s true, to help each other keep 
going. 

I love, love, love the way paragraph 12 puts it. Paragraph twelve is one of my favorite parts of the 
Contemporary testimony. It says, “Even now as history unfolds in ways we know only in part, we are assured that 
God is with us in our world, holding all things in tender embrace and bending them to his purpose.” God is 
bending all things towards his purpose. That’s the part I like. Throughout history, terrible things will happen, 
things people intend for evil, things that the evil one intends for evil. But God takes those terrible things and 
bends them towards the light, makes them become part of how he works out salvation. You see this happen in 
the Bible. The evil powers take Jesus and nail him to a cross. They intend it for evil. God takes that and bends it 
towards his purpose. He uses his Son’s blood to save the world. In Acts 8, the Jerusalem church suffers 
persecution, they are forced to scatter, to move out into new territory: Antioch, Damascus, Asia Minor. God uses 
the scattering to spread the gospel. Hundreds of people are converted. The devil meant this for evil; God bends it 
towards good.  

Romans 8:28 talks about this bending. “In all things God works for the good of those who love him and 
are called according to his purposes.” He is at work in all your things. In your good things that work is more 
obvious, but even in your bad things, in the things that the devil is using against you, he’s working there too, 
bending them towards his purpose. And he’s really strong. He’s really good at bending. In hindsight, it’s easy to 
see God’s bending work in the cross and in the persecution of Acts 8, but when you’re in the middle of the thing, 
it’s not so easy to see what God is doing because the bending isn’t done yet and it still hurts.  

For those of you in the middle of something hard, something excruciating I say to you “Jesus is Lord,” I 
don’t say it as an explanation or an easy answer; I say it to you as a battle cry, something for you to shout in the 
face of your fear. 

Creation is Good. Creation is Gratuitous. Creation Belongs to God. May those truths be your map as you 
navigate your ship through the wind and that waters of your week.             ©Rev. Peter Jonker 


