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Of creation out of nothing.  Again.  
 

 

There is no denying that our reading this morning is bleak. It is perhaps “just” a vision 

rather than an account of something which has actually happened, but it is startling. 

Four times the prophet declares “I looked…” and each time the vision is one of 

desolation and abandonment. Everything has stopped, and the world is devoid of joy. 

How is a text like this a “Word” to us today? The things it describes are probably 

beyond the experiences of most of us – and for that we can be thankful. Central, of 

course, to Jeremiah’s preaching is the thought that this vision will be realised not 

because this is the kind of thing which happens as nations rise and fall but because 

God’s people have brought it upon themselves. From this we might take the lesson: 

do what is necessary to avoid this! Yet the threat, “obey or suffer the consequences”, 

is hardly a liberating word, even if we can convince ourselves that it might be a true 

one. And if anything, the gospel is “good news” – a liberating word. 

As a way into seeking a such a “good word”, let us notice something which it would 

be very easy not to notice: two little descriptive words at the end of Jeremiah’s first 

“looking”: “I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void, and to the heavens, 

and they had no light (4.23)”. Our interest with these lines will be the resonance the 

language has with the opening lines of Genesis: “In the beginning when God 

created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered 

the face of the deep” (Genesis 1.1f). This resonance of language stretches our 

appreciation of what Jeremiah describes here: not just a devastation, but a dismantling 

of creation. As one commentator has put it, it is as if, for Jeremiah, the world is 

becoming “unglued” (Brueggemann). An extraordinary claim is being made here: 

without obedience to the God of Israel the creation ceases to be viable: “creation” 

stops being creature and begins to be something else. This is anti-intuitive, for clearly 

there remains something after the land is over-run by the Babylonians and, whatever 

else creation is, is it not something in the place of what would otherwise be nothing? 

With Jeremiah’s preaching in the back of our minds, the nature of creation and our 

nature as creatures, is going to be our main focus this morning. The basic proposal 

will be that “creation” does not refer to the “thingliness” of the world, to the “stuff” 

which is around us; creation is not a thing but a condition of things. To establish this, 

we are going to have to stretch the meaning of what is meant by the Christian 

confession that God creates “out of nothing”. 

The Genesis 1 account of the creation in 6 days, read charitably, it is typically 

received as “poetic”. Whatever its original authors might have believed, most today 

cannot receive the account as a viable theory of the origin of the world. It is read 

rather as a poetic account of the formation of the world in terms of the pattern of a 

week. The important thing to notice in this judgement on the text is that the account of 

the beginning of the world is “poetic” whereas the world itself is clearly not poetic – it 

is real, there, given. What this feel for the text reveals is our sense that there has to be 



 

something in order for anything to happen. Slightly more technically, we assume that 

being precedes decision or, even more technically, that nature precedes history. 

While this is our assumption, it was not quite the case for the Hebrews. The first hint 

of this we saw in our first Sunday with Jeremiah – the account of his call: “Before I 

formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you” 

(Jeremiah 1.5). That is, before Jeremiah had a nature, he had a story – a history. It is 

not quite as clear in our reading this morning but, to re-cast what I’m trying to get at 

here, the question might be put like this: Is the “void” and “waste” to which Jeremiah 

refers a poetic allusion which remembers the opening verses of Genesis, or do the 

tellers of the Genesis story open it in that way because they remember Jeremiah’s 

preaching and the experiences it recorded? Does Jeremiah know about the creation 

stories, and say that what he saw happening in Judah was like a reversion to the 

emptiness and darkness before the world began? Or, is it that case that Judah had 

experienced the utter desolation of the conquest by Babylon, and then, when they told 

their story of the very beginnings of the world, imagined that the conditions before 

creation must have been like what they experienced in the exile? What we are 

struggling with here is: What is a metaphor of what? Or, differently again, and to 

make the problem a bit more concrete, we can ask, when does the creation take place? 

Obviously, the creation takes place “in the beginning”. What is not so obvious, and to 

recall again our first reflection on Jeremiah, is that the “beginning” doesn’t have to be 

the first thing which happens.  

Clearly, when you open a Bible, the first thing you read is the biblical accounts of 

creation out of emptiness and formlessness and the Fall, and then a series of stories 

which fill out the impact of “the Fall” as a failure of creation – Cain and Abel, 

intercourse between created and divine creatures, Noah, the tower of Babel (Genesis 

1-11). What if these were lost, or simply not written? We might imagine that the story 

would then begin with Abraham and his descendants (Genesis 12-50). Here the same 

themes are rehearsed as we saw in Genesis 1-11: God makes something out of nothing 

– Abraham is no one in particular, and he and his descendants constantly doubt and 

fail and lie and cheat, casting the possibility of God remaining faithful into constant 

question: can God re-create out of this human emptiness? 

But suppose that all of Genesis where lost. Then the story would begin with a people 

in slavery – another kind of human “nothingness” – unbelievably set free and gifted 

with a home of their own. Or suppose that the whole of the first six or seven books of 

the Bible were lost – everything noted so far, plus the time in the wilderness, the 

conquest of Canaan and the stories of being in the land in the book of Judges. The 

story would then start with the calling of shepherd boy to be king – another creation 

out of nothing – and then the restoration of that king when he failed miserably – 

another creation out of a human wasteland. 

And so we could continue through the scriptural narrative as we now have it. Of 

course, with each loss of biblical material we would lose detail and story, but that is a 

secondary thing. The primary thing is the way in which these stories resonate with 

each other. We might say that they are part of a positive feedback loop. Positive 

feedback is a process in which some effect becomes self-amplifying. A familiar 

example occurs in public address systems when a microphone picks up a signal which 

it feeds through an amplifier to the speakers, the amplified sound then going back 

through the microphone to come out of the speakers even more loudly, and again and 

again, until we are treated to the awful screech we know and hate. It is kind of like 

this with the scriptural accounts of God’s dealings with Israel. One account of God 



 

creating something out of a kind of nothingness feeds into, or feeds on, another 

account, and another, and another, until the whole testimony is raised to the 

unbearable scream which is the resurrection of a definitive human nothingness: a 

beaten body hanging naked and dead on a cross. When Paul declares that the God of 

Abraham is the one who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things 

which do not exist (Romans 4.17), he is not speaking about two things which God 

happens to do but about one thing put two different ways: life to the dead as creation 

out of nothing. 

And the point of all this? Creation is not merely something which happens at the start 

of time; much more importantly for the Scriptures it is something which happens 

within time. In the same way – and this is the force of Jeremiah’s testimony – the 

dissolution or failure of creation is not something which happens at the end of time 

but, similarly, happens within time. 

What has this to do with us? In our first reflection on Jeremiah’s preaching we saw 

how the vision of God’s freedom and righteousness he outlined could be understood 

as the beginning of the faith of the Old Testament. Today we are uncovering how 

Jeremiah’s preaching can also be understood to describe the end of the “world” in the 

moral failures of the people. 

The contrast I drew earlier between nature and history, between how things are and 

what we decide with respect to them, is not simply a “theoretical” one. It is constantly 

active in our lives. Do I need chocolate – as a matter of my very nature – or do I 

choose to chocolate, a matter of decision. More substantially, do I need to upgrade the 

car/computer/TV/phone/spouse – as matter of my nature and theirs – or do I choose 

to? Or how does my nature as a sexual being influence the decisions I must make 

about expressing that nature? Do I need to act in a certain way, or am I choosing to? 

Or, with respect to abortion: what does the nature of the foetus have to do with my 

decisions about it? Or with respect to asylum seekers: are borders and national 

sovereignty a matter of the natural order which cannot be violated, or is it simply 

convenient to choose not to risk deciding otherwise? The choices we make with 

regard to these things may still be valid, whichever way we go. The point is, however, 

that we are honest and courageous to claim them as choices. When it comes to 

“justifying” a decision, the Christian is bold to say, “I chose”, and to be willing to 

accept accountability – to be responsible for the decision. About the only thing for 

which we cannot be held accountable is our mortality, which is fundamental to our 

nature. And, even then, it is still incumbent upon us to die well, which is a matter of 

choice. To choose, and to choose well, is to hear the call to live and not simply to 

exist, the call to be responsible in and for our lives. In the preaching of Jeremiah we 

hear of a people who have given up responsibility for their actions. They do as they 

think they must – as the order of things binds them – and not as they have been called 

to do. How things seem to be restrains their freedom to act differently. The effect of 

this is that the world becomes unhinged, because the natural order becomes too 

important, abolishing human freedom.  

As for them, so also for us. We too, generally, are inclined to favour nature over 

history – to acquiesce to how things are rather than to own our responsibilities in 

relation to how things are. That is, we are inclined to imagine that our present and our 

future have already been decided for us: we have to do this, or that. Living according 

to how things are is easy, sometimes even when they are unpleasant. At least we 

cannot be held to account; we can be victims of the circumstances, for better or for 

worse, because at least victims are innocent. 



 

History, on the other hand – by which I mean specifically human existence – is 

properly about our response to the call to be human. This call will very often require 

that we contradict what seems natural, which is the meaning of the call to take up our 

cross and follow Jesus. In this we are called not to suffering and misery but to 

freedom – freedom from what would otherwise powerfully bind and de-humanise. 

Jesus dies “well” not because his death is in any sense desirable but because it is a 

refusal to acquiesce to the givenness of social and religious expectation (another form 

of “nature”), denying the call to be a free child of God. It is this freedom which makes 

us human – which makes us properly creatures of this creator. To deny ourselves this 

freedom is to slide into void and waste; to rediscover it is to be re-created, as if out of 

nothing. 

Creation, then, is not a thing, but a condition. The condition of creation is realised 

when God’s human creatures, which were lost, are found. And so creation is not 

simply a given or something God does but an occasion for great rejoicing: “Rejoice 

with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost… Rejoice with me, for I have found 

the coin that I had lost” (Luke 15.1-10).  

Rejoice, God says, because what was once mine is mine once more; rejoice, because 

the world has begun again. 

*** 


