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General Introduction 
 
Throughout my career I have been reasonably involved in death - mainly other people’s, but 
also my own in the sense that I am in the process myself, so to speak. It goes with the job - 
although that does not always make dealing with it any easier! 

 
Over the years, I have conducted many funerals; listened to countless eulogies; talked with 
numerous bereaved relatives. Many people want to know what will happen to their loved 
one; they are, quite rightly, seeking comfort. Others already know. How often have I heard 
that Uncle Bob, or whoever, has bluffed his way through the Pearly Gates and is now ‘up 
there’ watching over us. And when our time comes, we’ll be up there to join him, and Auntie 
Bess and the rest of the gang, and we’ll have a great time. 

 
Recently, and it surprises me that it has taken so long, I have started wondering where 
people got their ideas about death, after-life and heaven from. (I have noticed that while we 
are happy to consign the wicked to hell, that is never an option for our own friends and 
relatives!) Non-believers are just as certain of all of this as believers; but, where are they 
getting these ideas, because, when we look at them, they do not seem to be a part of 
orthodox Christianity, and have very little basis in the scriptures. 

 
But it’s not just about death - although that is a part of it. It’s about the whole of creation, and 
what lies in store for it. For many Christians we are heading towards the ‘end-times’ - indeed 
we may already be in them - when the earth will be consumed in fire etc, the righteous will 
head upwards for an eternity of bliss, and everybody else (especially those who disagree 
with my point of view) will be heading downwards for an eternity of pitchforks, sulphur and 
general mistreatment. For Christians, we have to just get through this vale of tears and pass 
the test for eternity. 

 
What a waste. Somehow, it seems that God shouldn’t have bothered in the first place. Why 
create everything just so that it can be destroyed? Why go through all the palaver of 
covenants, promises, choosing of people and nations just so that it can all end in fire and 
destruction? And what about Jesus? What about the resurrection - what does that actually 
mean to me? It seems so hopeless. 

 
I am not quite so arrogant that I believe that I should question the Almighty’s purposes; but, 
at the same time, maybe this is all wrong; maybe the reality is different. In the following 
study, I want to try and look, at a basic level, at what the scriptures really say about the plan 
of God, as far as we can see such a plan. 

 
This is ultimately about hope - the distinctive Christian hope. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Discussion 
• As a Christian, what do you hope for – in this life and the next? 
• What do you think happens after death, and where do you get your ideas 

from? 
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SESSION ONE – GENESIS 1 
 
Introduction 

 
 
It might seem a little odd in a study about hope in the future that we should go back to the 
beginning - at least from the Bible’s point of view. But it is here that we find what the writers 
of the Jewish scriptures consider to be the purpose of humanity - and therefore points 
forward to the way ahead. 
 
The first thing to remember is that Genesis is not a science manual. It is not to be used to 
show exactly how creation took place; what it does is to explain that God brought all things 
into being. So much effort is spent trying to disprove what Genesis says about creation that 
we tend to ignore what it is trying to say! As the Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks said: 
 

“Future intellectual historians will look back with wonder at the strange phenomenon 
of seemingly intelligent secularists in the 21st century believing that if they could 
show that the first chapters of Genesis are not literally true, that the universe is more 
than 6,000 years old and there might be other explanations for rainbows than as a 
sign of God’s covenant after the flood, the whole of humanity’s religious beliefs would 
come tumbling down like a house of cards and we would be left with a serene world 
of rational non-believers getting on famously with one another.” 

 
Secondly; remember that Genesis was not written ‘live’, as the events were happening; it 
was written with considerable hindsight! Most scholars would date the writing of Genesis to 
around the time of the exile in Babylon - around 597 BC (although the oral tradition, on which 
the written versions were based, would have gone back a lot further). The writers (and there 
were more than one) were trying to make sense of and explain their present situation. They 
wanted to try to give some understanding to the position of humanity within creation and, as 
the story develops, to the position of the Jews within humanity. 
 
This is important. What it shows is that the Jews had developed an idea that they had a part 
to play in the plans of God. That they thought that God had plans at all put them in a very 
different league from their Near-Eastern neighbours; most of their mythologies (as well as 
those of Greece and Rome) saw creation, and especially humanity, as playthings of 
extremely capricious deities. Also, given that Genesis was being compiled at one of the 
darkest times in Jewish history, there is a remarkably developed sense of hope - that even if 
things were looking bad, there was still purpose. What is also interesting is that this hope, 
this feeling of being a part of the divine plan, was not for individuals; it was for the nation, the 
whole community. 
 
God creates 

 
This has to be the most basic message of this part of Genesis. Even just those two words 
can be said in different ways giving a different emphasis: we can say God creates or God 
creates. Again, this is the most fundamental part of the first few chapters of Genesis; we are 
not told how God does it; the actual process is not really described, but that was not the 
point that the writer (or writers) were trying to make. 

 
 

The White Rabbit put on his spectacles. "Where shall I begin, please your Majesty?" he asked. 
"Begin at the beginning," the King said gravely, "and go on till you come to the end: then stop." 
(Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 12) 
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☛The Hebrew word used for ‘creation’ is ‘bārā’ and the implication of that word, as it 
is used here is that God ‘creates’ out of nothing. 
 

 
This idea of ‘creation out of nothing’ (you might have heard the Latin phrase ‘ex nihilo’ which 
is used by philosophers and theologians to describe this) was something that only really 
occurred in Jewish thought. Most other Near-Eastern mythologies had gods creating out of 
matter that was eternally present. For the Jews it was essential that only God is eternal! 
But, more than that, this makes clear that what God creates is distinct from Himself; there is 
no room for pantheism - the belief that the universe is in some way a part of God. 

 
We mentioned above that the word used for ‘create’ in Hebrew is ‘bārā’; it is worth noting 
that when it is used at other times in the Old Testament it is used in the context of salvation, 
of God’s liberating actions in history. As an example, look at Isaiah 43:1ff. 

 
Notice as well that God does not present us with a ‘ready-made’ world; creation itself has 
built into it the gift of creation. The earth puts forth vegetation, which in turn bears seeds, 
which in turn continue the act of creation. It is not as though God is like a potter who creates 
a pot and is pleased with it, and keeps it as it is; in that case, for the pot, there is no 
development, no real future. Our world is continually caught up in the creative process; it 
develops, changes - it has a future. 

 
“And God saw that it was good.” Five times this small phrase is repeated, and then, in 
1:31, the word ‘very’ is added. The word ‘good’ as it is used here does not mean ‘perfect’ or 
even ‘morally good’. The same Hebrew word is used to describe a beautiful woman, that is 
‘pleasing to look at’. One can almost feel the joy that God has in His creation, the delight He 
has in every part of it. What we have here is the divine stamp of approval on the material 
world. 
 
Christianity has always been a little bit wary of the material world. There seems to be some 
sense that the material world is able to pull us away from God, that we succumb to the 
worldly pleasures of the flesh. Christianity has often taught that believers should take 
themselves above the material, into the spiritual realms, so as to be closer to God, and to be 
prepared for eternity with Him. 
 
But how does this fit with the Genesis account of creation, which seems to be the outpouring 
of divine love? Surely as we read this, we must see that God created the world to be enjoyed 
and that we should celebrate the created world. To be sure, we need to use the world, 
creation, as God intended, to gain all the benefits He wants us to have; and that, as we shall 
see, is where humanity went wrong! One of our problems is that we tend to confuse the 
material with God, and we start to serve it. Remember what was said above: God and 
creation are distinct. 
 
As you read these first few verses, ask yourself; why would God do all of this just so 
that one day it could be destroyed? 

Look again at Genesis 1, How many times, in your translation, is the word ‘create 
used? What other words are used which are similar to ‘create’ but not quite the same? 
Why do you think those words are used instead? 

Discussion - We are not even told why God creates; spend a few minutes discussing 
why you think God does. 


