TEESOCS – Systematic Theology
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Systematic Theology
Last session we began 15 studies in Systematic Theology – always a good reply to the question, “What did you do over the weekend!”

Aim
· We saw that the aim was to collate and consider all the relevant passages in the Bible on a particular subject – to take in the whole counsel of God.

· Systematics presumes that there is a consistency on any Biblical subject, that there is no contradiction or error at any point in the unfolding detail of the information we will glean as we go through this process. In other words infallibility and inerrancy of Scripture is assumed.

Dangers
This ‘human’ (Western logical) approach has its hazards

1. To lose the progressive nature of revelation and build doctrines from scriptures that are taken out of their historical context e.g. Israel/Church

2. To forget that biblical revelation is not a set of propositions but Cardiphonia, letters of the heart,  from the Living God seeking to establish the personal relationship with fallen creatures.

3. Doctrines do overlap. A wrong understanding of one will lead to difficulties and error in others
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· We have a lot of ground to cover this morning, but just to relieve your minds we will spend most of our time on Creation and Providence.

· With reference to Creation and Providence I will assume several things:

· That creation of the universe, into which we are placed, was done in seven literal days

· That Adam and Eve were the first created human beings and in a sinless state enjoyed a special relationship with God.

· Providence is to do with God’s continued working after he had finished creating in Genesis 1&2 and assumes
· That he remains totally in control of all things

· That Providence is a natural extension to his work of creation

· Richard Sibbes said, “Providence is the perpetuity and continuance of creation”.

· Redemption will only be touched upon. We shall consider this more fully when we come to the Doctrine of Christ when we will consider how redemption was accomplished.  For today I will simply make the point that the redemption accomplished by Jesus was planned in eternity by God. The ultimate example of God’s providence or governance at work.

· So let’s begin - 
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In the Beginning God created
We begin where the Bible begins - Genesis 1:1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

· In the Beginning - Reason tells us that God himself must have been there before the beginning. From this we begin to reason that God must be self-existent and self sustaining. That he needs no external influence to exist and needs no other power or influence for his continued existence.

· Speaking into Existence - Genesis 1 verses 3,6,9,14,20, 24, 26 tells us that God simply spoke the universe into being; He commanded it into existence.

· Plurality - In verse 1 we are introduced to the “Spirit of God”. Verse 26 God says, “Let us make man in our own image.” this marks the start of God’s revelation regarding the Trinity – that he expresses himself as Father, Son and Spirit.

· Colossians 1:16 introduces us to the work of Christ in creation - He (Christ) is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him  all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him 
· In this verse we see Christ as Architect and Designer, as Builder and as having complete ownership of his creation.

· Here we see that he created the visible AND the invisible.

God created all things
· All matter and life - In Genesis 1:1-25 God begins by forming different realms by separation (night and day, sea and sky, land and sea) and then He fills the spaces and places He has created – the sun and the moon and the stars to fill the heavens, fish in the sea, birds in the sky, plants and animals on the land.

· Neh 9:6, “You alone are the Lord. You made the heavens, even the highest heavens, and all their starry host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them. You give life to everything, and the multitudes of heaven worship you.”

· Perfect - Everything is in its rightful place.  And there is beauty and order - everything God made was very good.

· Time - But God also placed his creation in the framework of “time”. Everything has a “beginning” and ultimately and “end” whereas God had no beginning and has no end. Time gives us evenings & mornings and seasons.

It is in the framework of these things that we have, seed-bearing plants and fruits. And  again, God said to Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply – all these things are set into the context of time.
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God had a special creation
· Perfect man & woman - The crown of creation is man. Uniquely man (male and female) is made in the image and likeness of God and is appointed by God to exercise rule and stewardship over the creation.

· Accountable man & woman - From Genesis 1:28 & 2:15  we learn that Adam & Eve  lived in God’s world – and so do we. We owe everything to God – our very existence – and we are accountable to God because He is our Maker, and He has authority over us. This is where the Bible begins – God is the Creator of all things and He is our Maker and we are responsible to Him. 

· Speaking in Athens to a sophisticated audience who believed in ‘many gods’ Paul says this (Acts 17:24-25, 28): The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else… For in him we live and move and have our being. We are accountable because God gives all men life and breath and everything else.

God preserves his creation
· Natural Laws - God has not created the universe and then left it to run automatically like a clockwork toy. Yes – God has established laws that govern the universe – in the end scientific investigation and experimentation is only possible because God has established law and order and organisation. But the fact that there are natural laws generally in force, does not mean that God doesn’t actively rule over and govern what He has made.

· Preservation - God also is actively involved in the preservation of creation. In Hebrews 1:3 we read that the “Son sustains all things by his powerful word” and in Colossians 1:17 we are told that not only were all things created by Christ but also that, “in him all things hold together”.  And so we see - not only is there creating activity on the part of God, there is also sustaining activity.
· Let’s be positive! - Imagine, if you can, if suddenly there was no such thing a +ve or –ve. Every computer would stop. Every electronic device on the earth would stop. All matter would fall apart, the world would end, the universe would cease to exist. There would be no gravity, no light. No DNA. Everything would end and yet Christ sustains all these things by his powerful word. Positive and negative exist because he chooses that they should. Perhaps you can also see how easy it would be for God to destroy the world!

· The wonder of Time - Again we see the role of time in the context of God’s preservation of the whole of his creation and especially man. Uniquely, man has a special sense of time in that he plans his day and life around it. He has birthdays, anniversaries, holidays, good times, bad times etc. And he is the only creature to struggle with destiny, eternity and life after death. And it is a burden and a heavy load. Ecclesiastes 3:9 says, “He (God) has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end.”
· A.W. Tozer said,” God dwells in eternity, but time dwells in God. He already lived out all our tomorrows as he has lived all our yesterdays.”

God created for a purpose
Psalm 19:1-4

The heavens declare the glory of God; 
   the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

Day after day they pour forth speech; 
  night after night they display knowledge. 

There is no speech or language 
  where their voice is not heard.

Their voice goes out into all the earth, 
  their words to the ends of the world. 
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Creation shows he is a big God!
· A big God of big things – the vastness of the universe – “What is man that you are mindful of him? Psalm 8

· We have just glanced at the detail! 
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What do we mean by Providence?
· Defining Providence - The word ‘providence’ is not found in Scripture and so we need to be clear what we mean by it.

· Richard Sibbes said, “Providence is the perpetuity and continuance of creation”. We have seen that God is creator and sustainer of all things.

· After creation scripture takes us another step by showing that God did not abdicate his rule and governance to man or chance or anything else, but that he remains solely, sovereignly in control of all that happens in his creation. This world is only a tiny part of his creation. When we look at the world and its complexities it is still God who is in control, who remains in control and governs all things.
· And yet, even though God does govern all things it is he who has made us responsible to, “Fill the earth and subdue it …. who planted man in the Garden of Eden to work and take care of it. Gen 1:28, 2:15  We have responsibility to take care of the world in which God has made mankind its steward. We are to use, not abuse, the resources he has given us, yet it is God alone who retains the right to govern, order and rule the whole of his creation in accordance to his own will and with his sovereign power.
Shorter Catechism
· The Shorter Catechism: Q11 What are God’s works of Providence?

Answer: God’s works of providence are, his most holy, wise, and powerful preserving and governing all his creatures, and all their actions.

· An earthly example from a pagan king - King Nebuchadnezzar found out that God rules the hard way.   Daniel 4:28 – 32, “All this happened to King Nebuchadnezzar. Twelve months later, as the king was walking on the roof of the royal palace of Babylon, he said, "Is not this the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?" The words were still on his lips when a voice came from heaven, "This is what is decreed for you, King Nebuchadnezzar: Your royal authority has been taken from you. You will be driven away from people and will live with the wild animals; you will eat grass like cattle. Seven times will pass by for you until you acknowledge that the Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men and gives them to anyone he wishes."

Then in verses 34, 35 “ At the end of that time, I, Nebuchadnezzar, raised my eyes toward heaven, and my sanity was restored. Then I praised the Most High; I honoured and glorified him who lives forever. “
 
His dominion is an eternal dominion;

his kingdom endures from generation to generation.

       
All the peoples of the earth are regarded as nothing. 
       
He does as he pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth. 
       
No one can hold back his hand or say to him: "What have you done?" 
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This is not a tame Doctrine
This is perhaps the most difficult doctrine to apply for it raises so many questions.

· There is nothing of which it is more difficult to convince men than that the providence of God governs this world. -  John Calvin
· It is a sin as much to quarrel with God’s providence as to deny his providence - Thomas Watson
· The mystery of providence defies our attempt to tame it by reason. I do not mean it is illogical; I mean that we do not know enough about it to be able to unpack it. - D. A. Carson
We find it relatively easy to believe in a BIG God of creation but much harder to have such a big God in our lives. We need to understand that the events that happen in the world and personally in our lives are not the result of random chance or luck. Nothing just happens. Everything is part of God’s plan and purpose.
God works in and through what we may refer to as natural processes, as well as through ‘miracles’ when He overrules natural law. In both ordinary and extraordinary ways, God is actively at work bringing His plans to fruition.

· That God normally operates the universe consistently makes science possible; that he does not always do so ought to keep science humble. D. A. Carson
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How does scripture apply this doctrine?
‘In his heart a man plans his course but the Lord determines his steps.’ Prov 16:9.

Man has been given a mind and reason to make plans which makes us distinctive from the animal world, but all of mans plans are to be subjected to the will of God. James warns against planning for tomorrow without acknowledging that God may have a different plan! James 4:13-16
Jesus said that not even a sparrow falls to the ground apart from the will of the Father. Matthew 10:29
The context is one of persecution, reasoning that if a low-value commodity like a sparrow is under his sovereign care, then how much more are we who are of far greater worth? Even the hairs of our head are numbered!

We are told that “God works out everything in conformity with the purpose of His will’. Ephesians 1:11
The context here is predestination which is a logical extension to a God who is over all and who controls all. Can you see how these doctrines link?
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God causes all things to happen - but He does so in a way that man whereby man remains responsible and held accountable for his actions.  The Bible upholds both divine sovereignty and human responsibility. We must not let one outbalance the other but hold both to be true at the same time - even though we may not be able to fathom fully the mysteries of this.
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Questions that Providence raises
· This gives rise to such thorny questions as the origin of evil, the problem of suffering, whether man has free will, predestination, why bother to pray, and other such questions.

· You will be aware that many books have been written on each of these subjects, that there are no simple and easy answers, and that Christians hold diverse and different views on these matters. But much false teaching stems from having a low view of God. If we somehow begin to accept that God may not really be in control in the “finer” details of life then we will form sub-biblical opinions about predestination and free-will and the purpose of prayer.
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Three quotations to help
· Using the idea of this last quotation that I want us to look at providence through the eye of a sovereign God who knows the beginning from the end.


John Flavel said, “Sometimes providences, like Hebrew letters, must be read backwards.”

· I want us to look at two examples and how this worked out.

· Firstly in the life of Habakkuk to show that questions of providence often arise out of our ignorance and that rather than question providence, see how by faith we can, embrace even what we sometimes call ‘dark providences’.

· Secondly in the life of Joseph and how he viewed all the trouble his brothers had caused him
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Tracing the rainbow through the rain 
1. Habakkuk

·  Questioning God’s providences Habakkuk 1:2-3a

·  The Lord’s response – rise of Babylon Hab 1:5-6

·  The righteous will live by his faith Hab 2:4

·  God has the end in view – his glory Hab 2:12-14

·  The response of faith Hab 3:16-19

2. Joseph

In Genesis 50:20 Joseph (now ruler in Egypt and responsible for distributing food to overcome the effects of years of famine) says to his brothers ‘You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives’
Joseph sees that his bitter experiences, which came as a consequence of the sin of his brothers, have been wonderfully used by God to accomplish the salvation of many lives. This is a vital lesson to learn and it’s a wonderful truth to hold onto in the midst of trials and troubles. Indeed, perhaps this is the only thing that will bring any comfort to you in the deepest and darkest of tribulation.

God is in control and He is working out his good purposes in ways that we cannot presently see – and indeed may never fully know in this life. God in His sovereignty is able to use even the evil intent of others – He is able to use the sin of man to bring to pass what He wills – to fulfill His good purpose.

As John Calvin put it in his commentary on this passage – God can turn whatever poison Satan produces into medicine that is good for the saints.

This is reading Hebrew history backwards!
There is a third example moves us into the subject of Redemption. It is in the person and work of Jesus Christ that we find the highest expression of God’s unfathomable providences –
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Tracing the rainbow through the rain
· With the help of knowing the ‘whole picture’ we can trace God’s plan of redemption right back to the Garden of Eden seeing the same principle of providence at work in the NT in the experience of Jesus. The crucifixion of Jesus was an act of evil intent carried out by wicked men – it was an appalling crime – it was a terrible act of violence. Yet God allowed it and He used it for good; He intended the crucifixion of His dearly loved Son for good - and what incredible good has come from that most evil of acts. It has accomplished the saving of many souls and ultimately it will accomplish the complete renewal of this decaying and sin-sick world. Using the words of Joseph we can say this that, ‘Wicked men intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives’

· We shall consider this more fully when we come to the doctrine of Christ when we will consider how redemption was accomplished.  For now, we simply want to make the point that the redemption accomplished by Jesus was planned in eternity by God.

· We might say that this is God’s greatest work – creation is glorious surely, and the providence of God amazes us, but redemption (God’s work of salvation in Jesus Christ) is even more glorious and amazing.
· Peter’s acclamation says it all
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Redemption
Would we view his highest glory,

Here it shines in Jesus’ face;

Sing and tell the pleasing story,

O you sinners saved by grace;

And with pleasure,

Bid the guilty him embrace.

In his highest work redemption,

See his glory in a blaze;

Beyond mortal comprehension

Higher than an angel’s praise;

Grace and justice

Here unite to endless days.

Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”

This can often be quoted with an attachment of ‘fatalism’. But Paul affirms the truth that it is through a predestinating God, who is sovereign, governs and sustains all he has created, is the same God from whom we can never be separated because to those who are called are united in him eternally.
Romans 8:37-39 – “No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
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