Chapter 2
Creation ex nihilo (Out of Nothing)
The doctrine of creatio ex nihilo or “creation out of nothing” provides a suitable starting
point for our study. Not only did it prove to be important in distinguishing the Biblical from
pagan concepts of origins, but it also illustrates a crucial principle in the study of church
history - the development of doctrine. Three factors are usually identified as the catalysts for
the development of Christian doctrine:(1)
•

The needs of Apologetics. The early church was commanded to take the Gospel to
the ends of the earth (Matt. 28:18-20; Mark 16:15). This involved countering the
attacks of pagan religions but, more importantly, it required that the Message be made
understandable to a variety of peoples and cultures. The writings of the second
century provide many examples of literature that attempted to achieve this end. Justin
Martyr’s Dialogue With Trypho, A Jew represented a Christian response to a Jewish
audience, while Justin’s Apology was directed at the Roman emperor and the Senate.

•

The attacks of heretics. The early church was charged not only with proclaiming its
message to the world, but also with the need to defend it against attacks from those
who claimed to belong to its ranks. The controversies sparked by such men as
Marcion and Arius can be seen as being beneficial in the sense that they stimulated
the teachers of the church to define what they believed more clearly. They were then
able not just to say that their opponents were wrong, but explain exactly why they
were wrong. Works like Irenaeus’ Against Heresies and Tertullian’s Against Marcion
fall into this category.

•

The need for a comprehensive world view. As head of the Catechetical School in
Alexandria Origen felt free to speculate concerning those matters not clearly defined
in the Bible.(2) Although later writers often criticised him and rejected many of his
conclusions this process of speculation and exploration proved essential to the process
of doctrinal formulation. It is important to note the tension that this process created
between the need to formulate a culturally relevant conceptual framework whilst at
the same time doing full justice to the teachings of Scripture. The biblical narrative
had to be made relevant to those who lived outside of Israel and expressed in terms
that they could understand. This process can be described in terms of a
“hermeneutical spiral” in which a particular writer formulated what he believed to be
a biblical framework of doctrine, which was then modified by himself and later
writers by referring back to the Bible. The results of this reformulation were tested by
later writers and so on.(3)

The Bible, it is often pointed out, is not a scientific text book, but neither is it a work of
systematic theology. Rather it is the source of systematic theology which is born out of a
process of harmonising the biblical evidence to form a coherent world view. Paul’s letters, for
example, contain theology directed to specific people and situations - task theology as it is

often known.(4) The Bible’s teachings are quite complex in places, as even the New
Testament writers themselves admitted (2 Peter 3:16) and often required unpacking before
they could formulated into a doctrine. For example, nowhere in the Gospels does Jesus
actually explicitly claim to be God. However, by accepting the titles and prerogatives of deity
(e.g. John 8:58; Matthew 14:33; John 9:38): Jesus made that a claim implicitly.
As we will see below this process of formulation took time. The priority assigned to the
systematisation and definition of particular doctrines was often determined by external
factors, particularly periods of persecution, that diverted attention away from the finer points
of theological debate. This is evidenced by the rise of the Arian controversy shortly after
Constantine ended State persecution of the church in 313 AD. This issue of the relationship
of the members of the Godhead had been brewing for some time, but it was the new freedom
that allowed it to be argued openly. It is important to realise that just because it took time to
make explicit what was implicitly taught in Scripture does not make the doctrine itself
unbiblical or unimportant.
The explicit formulation of an implicit biblical doctrine appears to go through three distinct
stages:
1. A period of uncertainly and vagueness during which the doctrine is unclear and not
the centre of theological debate.
2. This is followed by a period of (often intense) debate and argument during which
alternative explanations are discussed and rejected.
3. The final stage is reached when a explicit statement of the doctrine is arrived at.
Typically this formula defines the doctrine and excludes the alternatives discussed
during the previous stage.
The three stage process described above can be seen clearly in the development of such
doctrines as the Trinity and justification. Like creation ex nihilo both of these doctrines have
also been challenged as being unbiblical later additions to Christianity and continue to be
challenged as such in some quarters. However it can easily be shown that centuries before the
fourth century Christians “lived Trinitarianly,” referring to Christ as God(5) and baptising
their converts in the threefold name.(6) As Alister McGrath notes:
If you examine the doctrine of the early church during the first two and a half centuries or so, you find
that the doctrine of the Trinity was yet to be developed. The theologians of the period are well on the
way to developing the doctrine, but it hasn’t yet appeared in its definitive form. That development took
place in the third or fourth centuries. And so, argue critics of the doctrine, this proves that it’s not an
essential element of Christianity.
Our response to this argument is quite simple. As we have seen, the doctrine of the Trinity is basically
an attempt to bring together the incredible richness of the Christian understanding of God. It is the
distillation of the kaleidoscopic Christian experience of God in the light of its scriptural foundations.
The scriptural witness to and Christian experience of God came first, and reflection on it came later. In
view of the complexity of the experience, it is little wonder that it took so long for the theologians of
the church to wrestle with the implications of faith, and find the best way of describing the God whom
they knew in so rich and diverse a fashion.(7)

Similarly with the doctrine of justification, which took an extremely long time before an

adequate definition was arrived at.(8) When these doctrines are viewed as the products of the
historical process of the definition of biblical doctrines such charges of “novelty” can be
easily shown to be false.
It is generally agreed that the doctrine of creation ex nihilo - that God created all things out of
nothing - is taught implicitly rather than explicitly in Scripture. Genesis 1:1 tells us that it was
God who created the world in the beginning. The question of what the cosmos was made
from is not one that this verse was intended to answer.(9) However, at least one prominent
modern Old Testament scholar has argued persuasively that the verse speaks of an absolute
beginning and therefore creation ex nihilo.(10)
The first clear reference to the doctrine is found in the non-canonical Jewish work 2
Maccabees:
I beg you, my child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is in them, and
recognise that God did not make them out of things that existed. And in the same way the human race
came into being. (2 Macc. 7:28 NRSV)

It is also found in the teachings of Essenes of Qumran. The Community Rule (1QS 3.15) reads
as follows:
From the God of Knowledge comes all that is and shall be. Before ever they existed He established
their whole design, and, when, as ordained for them, they came into being, it is in accord with His
glorious design that they accomplish their task with change.(11)

Scholars disagree as to whether Philo of Alexandria believed in creation out of pre-existing
matter or simply stating that through God’s creative act the world which had not existed
previously came into being - a statement vague and woolly enough to cause no problems for
either Jews or Platonists.(12) Several other pseudepigraphical and apocryphal works also
make explicit references to creation out of nothing, a fact that demonstrates that the doctrine
was not foreign to Jewish thinking on the subject of creation.(13)
Although the New Testament does not state creation out of nothing in so many words, as Paul
Copan has pointed out, the language used has “an all-embracing nature to it.”(14) Although
Romans 4:17(15) and Hebrews 11:3(16) strongly imply creation ex nihilo they could still be and sometimes were - taken in a vaguer sense.(17) The fact that such clear evidence can be
misinterpreted proves little, except that you can be a Christian and still have a very bad
theology.
Earlier it was mentioned that external influences often formed the catalyst for the process of
formulation of definition of a doctrine. In the case of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo the
stimulus was provided by the interaction of Christianity with Gnosticism and Platonism. It
appears that prior to this interaction in the second century the subject was given little
attention.(18) The majority of Gnostics and Platonists considered matter to be evil and were
forced to explain how God could be good and yet create something that was evil. The most
common solution to this problem among pagan writers was to assign the physical creation to
an inferior deity, called the demiurge.(19) The exception to this general rule is the Gnostic
Basilides (2nd century), who made an explicit reference to creation out of nothing, but it is
not certain whether he based his belief on an older tradition or formulated it himself.(20) On
other points, however, Basilides’ doctrine of creation differed radically from that of later

Christian writers.(21)
The stages in the interaction of Christianity with Gnosticism and Platonism that led to the
acceptance of creation ex nihilo can be traced in the writings of the early church. Hermas, the
first Christian writer to the doctrine explicit, wrote: “First of all, believe, that there is one God
who created and finished all things, and made all things out of nothing.”(22) Later in the
second century Justin Martyr, steeped as he was in Platonistic philosophy, apparently failed
to recognise the contradiction involved in an omnipotent God being forced to utilise preexisting matter in His purposes.(23) Tatian’s contribution - “the proposition that matter was
produced by God”(24) - marked a significant step towards creation ex nihilo, which was
finally established as part of the Rule of Faith by Irenaeus of Lyons and Theophilus of
Antioch.(25) After them only Clement of Alexandria (again deeply influenced by Platonism)
dared to reject creation ex nihilo. Table 2.1 will help to illustrate the historical development
of the doctrine. The doctrine of creation ex nihilo was not an invention of the church of the
second century as some recent writers have claimed.(26) It is a doctrine which has a firm
biblical foundation. The Christian writers of the second century having formulated what they
had come to recognise as a biblical doctrine, pointed to Hermas to prove that the earliest
Christians had also believed it.(27)
Table 2.1: Creation Ex Nihilo in the First Four Centuries AD

Writer

Date

Source of Creation

Ex nihilo

Reference

Pre-existing
matter

Unknown

X

2 Maccabees 7:28

Essenes of Qumran

X

Community Rule (1QS 3.15)

Philo (Jewish writer) c.20 BC-c.50
AD

?

Creation, 7-10

Hermas

c.90-c.150

Shepherd, Mandate 1.1

Justin Martyr

c.100-c.165

Tatian

110-180

X

Address 5:1-

Irenaeus of Lyons

c.115-202

X

Heresies 2.10.4

Clement of
Alexandria

c.150-c.215.

Theophilus of
Antioch

c.180

X
X

X
X

1 Apology 59.

Miscellanies 5.89.5-6
Autolycus, 2.4

Tertullian

c.160-225

X

Hermogenes, 1-2

Origen

185-253

X

Principles, 1.7.1 - 2.2.

Lactantius

240-320

X

Divine Institutes 1.3

Victorinus of Pettau

d. c. 304

X

Creation

Athanasius

300-373

X

Incarnation 3:1-2

Ephrem the Syrian

306-373

X

Commentary on Genesis 1.2

Ambrose of Milan

339-397

X

Hexameron 1.16; 4.31

John Chrysostom

347-419/420

X

Homily on Genesis 2.5, 1011

X

Confessions 12.7

Augustine of Hippo

354-430

KEY: X indicates acceptance of this view
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