SERMON – Genesis 1:1-5 & Mark 1:1-11
(God, Evolution and Charles Darwin)
Central idea = 
God planned creation with a purpose
Purpose = 
God’s purpose in Creation was for man to relate to Him 
Specific objective = 
A personal relationship with God is possible through His 
Son Jesus Christ
Structure
1. Introduction – Charles Darwin
2. Asking the right question
3. The Who and the Why
Opening prayer

Heavenly Father,

I pray that you would quieten our hearts and minds now so that we can hear Your message to us,
So it would accomplish that which you desire and not return to You empty.

For the sake of Your Son Jesus Christ

In whose name I pray.

Amen.

Introduction – Charles Darwin
It is perhaps appropriate that at the beginning of a New Year, we should have a reading from the Book of Genesis recording the account of Creation.  Dealing as Genesis does with the origins of the universe and life, it has sometimes been seen to be at odds with certain scientific theories, such as the Big Bang or Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection.  This year is a big Darwin anniversary - a double anniversary in fact.  Two hundred years after his birth and one hundred and fifty years since the publication of his famous book ’On the Origin of Species’.  As the Natural History Museum opens its doors to a new Darwin exhibition, a year of lectures, events, publications and debates gets underway.  Millions will celebrate the life and work of Charles Darwin, one of the most acclaimed scientists in history, and a man who was personally both respectful and private.  Most people already have an opinion of Charles Darwin and those who don’t probably will have one by the end of the year.
So where do Christians stand on this?  Darwin’s theory of evolution has become caught up in the crossfire of a much polarised debate between Christians and atheists which rumbles on even today.  At one extreme are seven-day creationists who dislike Darwin and criticise him for undermining their religious beliefs and articulating a theory which has contributed to the rise of atheism in the Western world.  On the other side are the militant atheists, like Richard Dawkins, who bizarrely enough, wholly agree with this point made by the creationists.  He says Darwinian evolution and natural selection do indeed undermine religious belief and a good thing too.  They regard Charles Darwin as a great liberator, a scientific Moses, leading a benighted people out of the intellectual slavery of superstition and ignorance.  And between these two extremes lie God-directed evolutionists who hold the Genesis account of Creation to be true whilst at the same time accepting the conclusions that geology, biology and physics appear to offer.
At the root of the debate is the question of whether the language in the account of the Creation was intended to be read literally or figuratively.  For literal creationists, the Genesis account should be read as a scientifically specific description of six successive twenty-four hour days and interpret any attempt to read more time into the account as directly opposing the Word of God.
In contrast, God-directed evolutionists interpret the account figuratively, as a divinely inspired pictorial overview.  This perspective doesn’t preclude an earth millions of years old and is therefore not in conflict with the view of most contemporary geologists.
What we are considering here from two different perspectives is what theologians call God’s double revelation, that is – the Bible and Nature.  The Bible, referred to as God’s special revelation, discloses unique and specific knowledge which we wouldn’t otherwise be aware of and was written by people inspired by the Spirit of Truth.  The second of God’s two revelations is nature itself and is considered to be a general revelation.  It is general in the sense that the natural world is all around us and has been generally available to all people throughout all time.
According to the Bible, God reveals Himself both through the words of Scripture and also through the book of nature.  Paul writes in Romans:

‘’For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.‘’ (Romans 1:20)

A similar observation is made in the Old Testament by the Hebrew author of Psalm 19 (v 1-4).  General revelation then is available to anyone willing to look and explains why people are moved to wonder by a beautiful sunset or contemplation by a dramatic landscape.

So, the key question for Christians to consider is how to be faithful to both the revelation of Scripture on the one hand and the revelation of the natural world on the other.
Asking the right question
At this point it is probably worth stating what I am not going to talk about and also to make some comments on the limits of science.

I am not going to discuss the geological or fossil record and its implications as I am not qualified to make any authoritive or knowledgeable comment.  Neither do I intend to specifically affirm what can be agreed on by all those who hold the Genesis account of Creation to be true but differ on how to interpret the early chapters; although I shall touch on some of these important themes.
With respect to science, it needs to be understood that science is empirical in nature.  This means that it is a fundamental part of the scientific method that all theories must be tested against observations in the natural world.  These observations are usually made by performing experiments.  Accordingly science cannot pronounce on what it cannot observe and measure.  This includes the existence of God or the work of the Spirit.  So it is not to science we should turn for answers to questions such as:
‘What are we all here for?’

‘What is the point of living?’

‘How did everything begin?’

As Karl Popper, the famous twentieth century science philosopher put it:

‘’It is important to realise that science does not make assertions about ultimate questions – about the riddles of existence, or about man’s task in this world.  This has often been well understood.  But some great scientists, and many lesser ones, have misunderstood the situation.’’ (Dialectica 32:342).
Pioneers of science such as Kepler, Bacon, Newton, Pascal, Faraday were Christians and had no problem studying the quantifiable facts of Nature’s general revelation whilst accepting the truthfulness and authority of the Bible, God’s special revelation.  And it should be recognised that at the end of his book ‘On the Origin of Species’, Darwin attributed to God nature’s capacity to progress from molecules to man.  He believed that evolution worked in accord with ‘’laws impressed on matter by the Creator.’’  Charles Darwin did lose his Christian faith during his lifetime but it wasn’t due to conflict with his theory of evolution, although that played a part.

Rather it was from witnessing the slow and painful death of his favourite child, Annie, aged ten, probably from tuberculosis.  An event I suspect few people could endure without questioning their faith.
So, let us return to the question about how we can be faithful to God’s revelation through both Scripture and the natural world.  When asking a question, it is important to ask the correct question.  If the wrong question is asked, then the resulting answer may not fully satisfy.  It won’t quite add up, there will be that niggling uncertainty in the back of your mind, like an itch you just can’t scratch.  And after much personal wrestling with the Genesis account of Creation over the years, it seems to me that the questions that should be asked when reading it are who and why, not when and how.
Now I’m going to emphasise this point because I believe it to be important.  If you ask the wrong question when you read the first two chapters of Genesis, then they can become a real stumbling block and a barrier to faith, especially for non-Christians, as it was for me previously.  So I am going to say it again and if there is one thing I would like you to remember from what I say this morning it would be this.

The questions that should be asked when reading the account of the Creation in Genesis are who and why, not when and how.

A similar approach may be taken with the Gospels.  If we approach the Gospels as history or a biography of Jesus, then we approach them in the wrong spirit.  The Gospels were written to show what Jesus was like, to illustrate the things he said and did, and to convince the reader that Jesus was none other than the Son of God.  Accordingly, we shouldn’t read them as historians seeking information, although they do contain historical facts, but as men and women seeking God.  The same then is true of the account of creation in Genesis.
The Who and the Why
Returning to the who and the why behind the account of Creation, the who is evident from the first verse of Genesis:
‘’In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.’’
This verse reveals that the universe owes its creation to an eternal and personal God who spoke it into existence by His word.  This affirmation is in contrast to the naturalistic view that the material world is all that exists and the universe does not have a supernatural and spiritual origin.
Our reading from Genesis reveals that the universe with all of its stars and planets as well as the earth’s features were formed in accordance with God’s plan.  God then progressively invested His genius in the formation of plants and animals and established their interdependencies.  The Bible, God’s special revelation, explains what we see around us – Nature’s mathematical precision and operation is the result of God’s purposeful and intelligent design, His general revelation.  This is in radical contrast to the naturalistic worldview which sees the universe as accidental and life as merely the unplanned and unintended result of time and chance.
But the careful and intentional planning of creation implies that God carried out the act of creation with a purpose.  Which begs the question – what purpose?  Or to put it another way, why are we here?  Why are we here?
If we had continued with our reading from Genesis, then we would learn that God created man on the sixth day.  Verse 27 reads:

‘’So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created them, male and female he created them.’’  (Genesis 1:27)

It is worth noting that we were created in God’s image, rather than according to our kind as described for other living creatures, so we share a unique likeness to the Creator.
Having created Adam and Eve as the crowning point of His creation, God then desired a relationship with them.  In the beginning He was in fellowship with them and walked with them in the Garden of Eden.  However, their disobedience to God’s instructions about eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge broke their close relationship with God, just as it remains broken for us today, resulting in separation from God and death.

So the first two chapters of Genesis show us that we were made for a relationship with God who Himself is eternally relational.  If we turn to our gospel reading from Mark, we see all three members of the Trinity together at Jesus’ baptism; God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.  As Jesus emerges from the water, God the Father tears open heaven and declares His love and pleasure with His son Jesus.  You can almost sense His excitement at the prospect of his relationship with mankind being restored through the work of His Son.  The God that was active in creation is the same God who is active in redemption.  And not just active in the person of Jesus Christ but also through the work of the Holy Spirit who transforms each of us and empowers us to live for God.  As William Barclay puts it:
‘’History is not a random kaleidoscope of disconnected events; it is a process directed by the God who sees the end in the beginning.’’  (The New Daily Study Bible - The Gospel of Mark)
The offer of that restored relationship with God through His son Jesus Christ is available to us all today.  So if there is anyone here who would like that direct relationship with God or has been moved by something that has been said which you wish to follow up, then please speak to either Alan, Philip or myself after the service and we will be happy to discuss any questions you have and pray with you.  There is also an Alpha course starting in the next two weeks with places still available.  This offers the opportunity to discuss any questions you have in an informal atmosphere over a meal and is something I personally have found both helpful and enjoyable.
As we reflect on these passages today, let us remember what we have learned from them.
God has revealed Himself to us through two revelations – The Bible, His special revelation, and nature, His general revelation.  The natural world reveals a great deal about God’s intelligence, creativity, power and character.  And science at its best is an attempt to understand God’s general revelation in nature.  So let us hold these two revelations together, remembering that the Genesis account of Creation best answers the questions of who and why.

Who ? – The triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who created the heavens and the earth and all living things with the human race as the pinnacle of creation.
Why ? – Ultimately, God created human beings for a relationship with Himself.  However, human disobedience resulted in separation from God which exists to this day, and the only way of restoring that relationship with God is through a belief in His Son, Jesus Christ.
And if there is disagreement between Christians on the matter of the meaning of the Genesis account, let us do so in grace and love without accusing each other of unfaithfulness to either of God’s two revelations.
Concluding prayer

Heavenly Father,

We thank you that you have revealed Yourself to us through both Scripture and nature.

We thank you for the world You have created with all of its marvellous beauty and complexity for our enjoyment and pray that You will help us to look after it responsibly.

We pray too that You will continue to guide us and reveal yourself to us as we try to improve our understanding of You and Your creation.  And help us to live honestly, faithfully and humbly in the presence of uncertainty and disagreement remembering that what we know and agree on is far more important than what we don’t know or understand.
Accept this prayer for the sake of Your son Jesus Christ

In whose name we pray.
Amen.
