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Introduction

For as long as I can remember, I have loved cars, coaches and 
buses—the last, no doubt, influenced by my dad’s being a 
bus driver for nearly 40 years. In addition, my first job on 
leaving school was with Liverpool City Transport—buses! 
One consequence is that I have always enjoyed travel, both 
the journey as well as the destination. I regularly clock up 
thousands of miles every year by road, usually in connection 
with being both a minister and the principal of a theological 
college. Business and pleasure combined, you might say. 

The idea of ‘journey’ is especially appropriate when we 
turn to the storyline of the Bible. The Incredible Journey is a 
delightful children’s book written by British-born Canadian 
author Sheila Burnford and published in 1961. It was pro-
duced as a Disney film under the same title in 1963 and 
is the heart-warming adventure shared by two dogs and a 
cat over a 300-mile journey through the Canadian wilderness 
back to their beloved owners. The Bible could be described as 
The Incredible Journey, too, but it is not primarily an account 
of humanity’s journey back to God, its beloved owner. It is 
the very reverse: it is God’s incredible journey to the human 
race, which is, amazingly, still loved in spite of all its rejection 
of him. It culminates in the coming of Jesus Christ, the 
incarnate God. 

Bishop Tom Wright used a different metaphor when he 
summed up the narrative of scripture:
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The early church saw history as a five-act play, with creation, 
fall and the story of Israel as the first three acts, and the drama 
reaching its climax in the fourth act, the events concerning Jesus 
of Nazareth. The early church itself was living in the fifth act, 
where the actors are charged with the task and responsibility of 
improvising the final scenes of the play on the basis of all that has 
gone before.1

There is a real danger of my mixing metaphors at this point. 
However, I would like to suggest that if we combine Tom 
Wright’s idea of a five-act play with the concept of journey, 
then we discover that the Bible’s story could be entitled The 
Long and Winding Road (to quote my fellow Liverpudlian Sir 
Paul McCartney’s famous song). Over the next weeks’ read-
ings, we will discover that this particular journey has five 
waypoints to it, and the road is anything but straightforward. 
Sometimes it appears to loop back on itself, creating a sense 
of déjà vu. At other times it is a comparatively straight run. 

So, inevitably, there is a starting out, and that will take 
us all the way back to the dawn of time as we know it, to a 
beautiful created world and garden where our journey begins 
in Genesis 1 and 2. All is well here: the skies are blue, the 
weather good, and the prospects for the adventure ahead are 
brilliant. All too soon, however, as the narrative turns into 
Genesis 3, we encounter a radical ‘crashing badly’. A major 
incident has occurred on the motorway at Genesis Junction 
3. Roadblocks, diversions and huge signs warning of con-
gestion ahead quickly begin to appear. After such a major 
‘accident’, one phrase summarises the ensuing Old Testament 
odyssey: detouring often. The diversionary route indicated 
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from the crash scene is not one where even A-class roads are 
the normal route. The travelogue records some, where heroes 
and heroines appear, but there are other times when it is not 
merely country roads but dirt tracks that become the norm, 
even driving off-road completely. At times, it feels as if a cul-
de-sac has been entered, out of which the driver will need 
to reverse. We will not be able to enter all these nooks and 
crannies, of course, but there will be a passing comment or 
more on our whistlestop tour through this part of the terrain.

At one point, the satnav system appears to have closed 
down completely. No new voice is heard and no fresh 
instructions are given. The maps that Israel had been divinely 
provided with, and the moral compass acquired through 
painful experience as a nation, will need to be rigorously 
studied and heeded. From Malachi to Matthew is a long 
journey in the Bible, comprising some 400 ‘silent years’, 
as they are sometimes called. Home seems like a distant 
memory and an illusory prospect. Then, quite suddenly 
and unexpectedly for many on the journey, there is light, 
heavenly light, coming from a stable and overshadowing a 
Davidic town, Bethlehem. At last, at least some are cheering. 
The travellers’ map had pointed to this place where the long-
awaited deliverer-king would be found. Soon his arriving on 
time would herald the end to detours, meanderings, being 
lost and far from home. His coming as a baby king did not 
please everyone. Nevertheless, here at last, surely, the final 
end of the journey will be in sight. Well, not quite.

The coming of the king, and the way he intends to deal 
with the impasse between earth and heaven through his 
dying and rising again, will form the next part of what turns 
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out to be the journeying on of a hugely expanded group of 
travellers. No longer will they be predominately of one ethnic 
group. All nations and all sorts of people are now invited to 
be pilgrims, to travel from this world to God’s everlasting 
kingdom, empowered by the king’s own Spirit all the 
way. For that part of our adventure, we fast-forward to the 
wonderful and mysterious book of Revelation, with just one 
or two detours en route.

So, as we begin our journey through these next weeks, we 
need to be prepared for some of the ‘long and winding road’ 
ahead—but the effort, I believe, will be well worthwhile. 
After that, we will just have time to make one final stop. In 
1993, the film The Incredible Journey was remade. It was called 
Homeward Bound: The Incredible Journey. So our final two 
meditations will take up the theme of homeward bound. For 
everyone lost and losing it, sinful and stupid, confused and 
confounded, injured by life and broken by circumstances, 
disadvantaged by birth, nationality, gender, class or whatever, 
the Lord Jesus has come to take us home to God. Homeward 
bound is the culmination of The Greatest Story Ever Told—
the journey God himself has taken in entering our world in 
Jesus Christ to bring us home to his. I pray you will enjoy 
the ride!



1–7 December

STarTIng ouT

Science has no need of purpose… all the extraordinary, wonderful 
richness of the world can be expressed as growth from the dunghill of 

purposeless interconnected corruption.
PETER ATkINS, PROFESSOR OF CHEMISTRy, UNIvERSITy OF OxFORD

I am not postulating a ‘god of the gaps’, a god merely to explain the 
things that science has not yet explained. I am postulating a God to 

explain why science explains; I do not deny that science explains,  
but I postulate God to explain why science explains.

RICHARD SWINBURNE, EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF PHILOSOPHy, 
UNIvERSITy OF OxFORD

In my view, the question of origin seems to be left unanswered if we 
explore it from a scientific point of view. Thus, I believe there is a need 
for some religious or metaphysical explanation. I believe in the concept  

of God and in his existence.
CHARLES TOWNES, NOBEL PRIzE FOR PHySICS, 1964 2
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Reports that say that something hasn’t happened are always interesting 
to me, because as we know, there are known knowns; there are things 

we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to 
say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also 

unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.
DONALD RUMSFELD, SECRETARy OF DEFENCE 2001–06,  

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA3
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1 December 

god

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 
Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over 
the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering 
over the waters. And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there 
was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated 
the light from the darkness. God called the light ‘day’, and 
the darkness he called ‘night.’ And there was evening, and 
there was morning—the first day. And God said, ‘Let there 
be an expanse between the waters to separate water from 
water.’ So God made the expanse and separated the water 
under the expanse from the water above it. And it was so. 
God called the expanse ‘sky’. And there was evening, and 
there was morning—the second day. And God said, ‘Let the 
water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry 
ground appear.’ And it was so. God called the dry ground 
‘land,’ and the gathered waters he called ‘seas.’ And God 
saw that it was good. Then God said, ‘Let the land produce 
vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that 
bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.’ 
And it was so. The land produced vegetation: plants bearing 
seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with 
seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was 
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good. And there was evening, and there was morning—the 
third day.
Genesis 1:1–13

‘In the beginning God’ is the dramatic opening assertion of 
the Bible: God’s relationship to his world and people, time 
and eternity, heaven and earth, and all there is and ever 
will be flows out of that phrase. No other starting point, 
no apologies, no philosophical arguments for God’s exist-
ence are presented, simply the fact that before the start of 
anything, God already was. Here is the bold claim that behind 
everything that there is (‘the heavens and the earth’ being 
a catch-all phrase) stands a magnificent, eternal, personal 
and utterly unique Creator God. A prophet will later record 
God’s own question: ‘To whom will you compare me or 
count me equal? To whom will you liken me that we may be 
compared?’ (Isaiah 46:5). The psalmist’s reply is apt: ‘There 
is none like you, O Lord’ (Psalm 86:8).

The significance of the word ‘created’ should not be over-
looked. In its context here, it carries the implication of what 
theologians term creatio ex nihilo, creation out of nothing. 
God did not rearrange pre-existing materials or manipulate 
eternal matter. Out of generous love and in infinite wisdom, 
he brought into existence all that there is, visible and invisible. 
The world depends on God, not the other way round. As 
Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple used to say, ‘God 
minus the world equals God; the world minus God equals 
nothing.’ 4

Such claims are not unchallenged, of course. Over the 
last 150 years in particular, in measure as a response to the 
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publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species in 
1859, these early chapters of Genesis have been massively 
criticised, raising doubts and fears for many believers. 
‘Descended from the apes! My dear, let us hope that it is not 
true, but if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally 
known’: such were the sentiments of the wife of the Bishop 
of Worcester when she heard of Darwin’s book.5 However, 
‘generally known’ this view has become. Today, writers like 
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and a host of others 
delight to lampoon those believers who think that ‘creation’ 
offers any clue to a ‘creator’. Such naivety is viewed as being 
on a par with the belief in a flat earth or fairies at the bottom 
of the garden.

In reality, it is not a matter of ‘faith versus science’ or ‘faith 
or science’. These are unnecessary antitheses, since there 
are many committed Christians who are also able scientists.6 
Whatever else these opening chapters of the Bible intend 
to teach us (a great deal, as I hope we’ll see), if we listen 
attentively to Genesis we begin to discover ‘The Big Message’ 
rather than letting it be drowned out by theories relating to 
‘The Big Bang’.

What should we hear from Genesis 1? In a fledgling 
sermon, ‘God’s relation to the world’, written when he was 
barely in his 20s, Martin Luther king Jr (1929–68) made 
three telling points: God created the world; God conserves 
the world; God will transform the world.7 How do we know 
God created the world? ‘By faith we understand that the 
universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is 
seen was not made out of what was visible,’ says Hebrews 
11:2. So the big question is whether the world just ‘is’, or is 
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dependent on a Creator God. Either way, the answer requires 
faith in someone or something. That ‘God conserves the 
world’ is a reminder that we are not just left on our own: the 
world around us, though often seemingly haphazard, is still 
under divine control. Finally, to the question ‘Is this world 
doomed?’ the answer that ‘God will transform the world’ is 
an antidote to pessimism about the earth’s future: it is not 
irrevocably doomed! To any ‘formless and empty’ creation or 
individual, he can say, ‘Let there be light’ and allow that light 
to ‘shine in our hearts’, as Paul puts it (2 Corinthians 4:6), 
echoing this narrative. 

reflection
If Genesis reminds us of the God who creates and sustains his 
world, the rest of the Bible’s story will tell us how he intends 
ultimately to transform his world. Thankfully, that includes indivi-
duals, created and sustained by God and called in Christ to per-
sonal transformation. No one need stay the way they are!
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2 December 

Starstruck

And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky 
to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as 
signs to mark seasons and days and years, and let them be 
lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth.’ 
And it was so. God made two great lights—the greater light 
to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He 
also made the stars. God set them in the expanse of the sky 
to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, 
and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it 
was good. And there was evening, and there was morning—
the fourth day. And God said, ‘Let the water teem with 
living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the 
expanse of the sky.’ So God created the great creatures of 
the sea and every living and moving thing with which the 
water teems, according to their kinds, and every winged bird 
according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God 
blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number 
and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on 
the earth.’ And there was evening, and there was morning—
the fifth day.
Genesis 1:14–23
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He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds. He 
determines the number of the stars and calls them each by 
name.
Psalm 147:3–4

From time immemorial, the stars have fascinated people. 
Many did and still do believe that they directly affect human 
beings’ activities and destinies because, in some way or other, 
stars are deities, alongside the sun and moon. Astrology is 
the name for it. In stark contrast, the Bible can call on the 
sun, moon and stars to ‘praise the name of the Lord, for he 
commanded and they were created’ (Psalm 148:5). So, this 
opening chapter of Genesis may be viewed as a powerful 
polemic against any notion that God needed their help: ‘God 
made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day 
and the lesser light to govern the night’, not even giving the 
sun or moon the courtesy of a name. Then, almost as an 
afterthought, we read, ‘He also made the stars’ (v. 16).

It is only in recent times, with the advantage of the 
Hubble space telescope and the like, that we have begun 
to appreciate more fully the astonishing claims wrapped up 
in that statement. Our galaxy, the Milky Way, is composed 
of one hundred billion stars. That’s 100,000,000,000: I’m 
feeling dizzy already! Some astronomers think there are 
twice that number. Our nearest ‘star neighbour’ is Proxima 
Centauri, 4.3 light years away—a mere thousand billion 
miles. And how many galaxies are there? At least another one 
hundred billion. So how many stars in the universe? That’s 
right—a lot! (Ten billion trillion, approximately!) Astronomy 
is the name for it.
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The foregoing is simultaneously mind-boggling and heart-
warming. It is mind-boggling because we are reminded that 
the God of the Bible is no little tin-pot deity: ‘He determines 
the number of the stars, and calls them each by name’, 
proclaims the psalmist. No human individual can count the 
stars, but God knows the name of every one of them. If my 
arithmetic is correct, there are enough stars in the universe for 
every person on earth to own over 1.5 trillion each! But the real 
heart-warmer is the psalm’s preceding verse. The God whose 
power and greatness are incalculable is not too busy to be 
bothered with the likes of us, for ‘he heals the broken-hearted 
and binds up their wounds’.

Herein lies both the majesty and the mercy of our God: in the 
words of the old song, ‘he’s got the whole world in his hands’—
and the universe too. yet he is not so preoccupied as to ignore 
a child’s prayer, a griefstricken widow’s tears or a penitent’s 
cry for mercy. Later in the Bible’s unfolding drama, a particular 
star will guide seekers to a child who is the hope of the world. 
Were they astrologers or astronomers? Wasn’t there a blurring 
of those lines of demarcation back then? Whatever the case, we 
can assert that any star, whether in science or science-fiction, 
that leads away from the Christ-child is always a wandering star, 
and any star that points to Jesus is always worth following. Wise 
men and women know that.

reflection
The stars shine over the mountains; 
The stars shine over the sea. 
The stars look up to the Mighty God; 
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And the stars look down on me. 
The stars may shine for a million years— 
A million years and a day: 
But God and I shall live, and love, 
When the stars have passed away!8
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3 December 

Image bearers

And God said, ‘Let the land produce living creatures 
according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that move 
along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its 
kind.’ And it was so. God made the wild animals according 
to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all 
the creatures that move along the ground according to their 
kinds. And God saw that it was good. Then God said, ‘Let 
us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them 
rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the 
livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that 
move along the ground.’ 

So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and 
increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over 
the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every 
living creature that moves on the ground.’ Then God said,  
‘I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole 
earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will 
be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all 
the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the 
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ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give 
every green plant for food.’ And it was so. God saw all that 
he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, 
and there was morning—the sixth day.
Genesis 1:24–31

The immense vastness of the universe, the incredible diversity 
of life on earth and the dawning reality of our own seeming 
insignificance sharpens the focus of the psalmist’s question: 
‘What is man?’ (Psalm 8:4). The artist Paul Gauguin (1848–
1903) captured the human predicament brilliantly in perhaps 
his greatest masterpiece: Where do we come from? What are 
we? Where are we going? In the three sweeping, integrated 
scenes, we see, on the painting’s right, a baby and three young 
women, indicating nearness to the beginning and mystery of 
life. In the centre, among others, two women converse about 
life, near to a confused man and a youth plucking fruit. In the 
last section, a young woman sits next to an old woman who is 
nearing death. A strange white bird, a symbol of the unknown 
after death, completes the scenery. Sadly, there’s no record 
that Gauguin found any answers to his questions. 

Thankfully, though, Genesis 1 provides answers that put us 
in our place. Where do we come from? From a Creator’s hand, 
whoever we are. We are made ‘in the image and likeness of 
God… male and female’. Bound into that phrase is a primary 
idea that there is the possibility of relationship with the God 
who made us. This gives human beings immense value, dignity, 
significance and worth. In a real sense, there are no ordinary 
people. The God who numbers the stars, as we considered 
yesterday, has no problem knowing everyone on planet earth, 
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and inviting all into a loving relationship with him.
What are we? For some, we are no more than an accidental 

coincidence on a minor speck of interstellar dust, the product 
of blind evolutionary forces. For the biblical writers, we are 
far more. We are, to use a piece of jargon, ‘psychophysical 
entities’, with minds that can think, bodies that can move 
and imaginations that can transcend our circumstances and 
conceptualise the incon-ceivable—like the ‘dark energy’ that 
astrophysicists theorise accounts for 75 per cent of all matter 
in the universe, though it cannot be seen or touched. We are 
meant to be here. We are made for this world and vice versa.

Where are we going? This is one of life’s ultimate ques-
tions, and the story line of the Bible will return to it again 
and again. One answer quickly thunders from Genesis when 
humans turn from their Creator: ‘Dust you are and to dust 
you will return’ (3:19). Further answers will come in due 
time, mysteriously prefaced by Enoch’s experience as a man 
who ‘walked with God; then he was no more, because God 
took him away’ (Genesis 5:24; Hebrews 11:5). Eventually, 
one will appear of whom it is said that he is ‘the image of 
the invisible God’ (Colossians 1:15). Through his cross and 
resurrection, Jesus deals with humanity’s broken image and 
can transform us ‘into his likeness with ever-increasing glory’ 
(2 Corinthians 3:18). 

The Westminster Shorter Catechism has been used in various 
denominations for over 350 years. Its first question asks, 
‘What is the chief end of man [and woman]?’ The reply is 
magnificent: ‘Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy 
him forever’. Where do we come from? A Creator God’s 
hand. What are we? Creatures made in his image and here 
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to glorify him. Where are we going? Through Jesus, we are 
invited to ‘enjoy him forever’.

reflection
We are ‘nothing but fat enough for seven bars of soap, iron enough 
for one medium-sized nail, sugar enough to fill seven cups of tea, 
lime enough to whitewash one chicken coop, phosphorus enough 
to tip 2200 matches, magnesium enough for one dose of salts, 
potash enough to explode one toy crane, and sulphur enough to rid 
one dog of fleas.’ 9 How does Genesis 1’s account of people help to 
counter the ‘nothing but’ reductionism of that statement?


