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Introduction to Genesis 1
God “has made everything beautiful in its time; also, he has set eternity in [human]
hearts” (Ecc 3:1).1 Therefore, despite worshiping idols, those living in the Ancient Near East
could capture glimpses of truth.2 Members of those societies would have embraced several
Creation accounts current in their day. Genesis 1 emerges as a very deliberate statement of the
Hebrew perspective of creation over rival views.3
Moses edited preexisting material and his own writing into one coherent document
shortly after the exodus.4 Joseph likely received the family records of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
after Jacob elevated him to the position of firstborn (Gen 49:3–4, 22–26; 1 Chr 5:1–2). This
explains the lengthy treatment of Joseph’s life (Gen 37; Gen 39–50). Moses apparently utilized
these documents when writing Genesis.
Coming from approximately seventy years of slavery,5 the people of Israel needed a
reminder of the history of God’s covenant with them and their ancestors. The Bible was written
for us who read it today but not to us (1 Cor 10:11). Therefore, we can gain new insights by
reading the Old and New Testaments through the lenses of Ancient Near Eastern, first century
Jewish, and Greco-Roman culture. When we read the Bible, we are looking over the shoulders of
people living in very different cultural contexts. As we comprehend their circumstances and
viewpoints, we gain a richer understanding of Scripture.6
Moses received his education in Egypt’s court as the son of pharaoh’s daughter. He
gained unique access to the ANE myths which show close connections with Genesis 1–11 (Exod
2:1–10; Acts 7:20–22). For example, scholars date both the Atrahasis Epic from Mesopotamia
and the Eridu Genesis from Sumer earlier than 1600 BC. 7 These works exhibit commonalities
with Noah’s experiences and some very important differences. By reading this ancient literature,
we can better grasp what Moses sought to communicate in the text of Genesis. 8
Genesis 1 contains several features of Hebrew poetry, especially rhyme and repetition.
Note the cadence of tohu wabohu (“formless and empty”) in verse 2. Thus, poetic narrative best
describes this genre. Since poets arrange words to elicit images in our minds which create an
emotional response, our interpretation of Hebrew poetry should focus upon what the entire
passage seeks to communicate.9
Both Augustine (354–430) and John Calvin (1509–1564) recognized that Moses wrote of
these events in a way which his audience would understand, rather than in a scientific manner.
Augustine charged:
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“Usually, even a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens, and the other
elements of the world, about the motion and orbit of the stars and even their size and relative
positions, about the predictable eclipses of the sun and moon, the cycles of the years and the
seasons, about the kinds of animals, shrubs, stones, and so forth, and this knowledge he holds to
as being certain from reason and experience.
“Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably
giving the meaning of Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; and we should take all
means to prevent such an embarrassing situation, in which people show up vast ignorance in a
Christian and laugh it to scorn.
“The shame is not so much that an ignorant individual is derided, but that people outside the
household of faith think our sacred writers held such opinions, and, to the great loss of those for
whose salvation we toil, the writers of our Scripture are criticized and rejected as unlearned men.
“If they find a Christian mistaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear him
maintaining his foolish opinions about our books, how are they going to believe those books in
matters concerning the resurrection of the dead, the hope of eternal life, and the kingdom of
heaven, when they think their pages are full of falsehoods on facts which they themselves have
learnt from experience and the light of reason?
“Reckless and incompetent expounders of Holy Scripture bring untold trouble and sorrow on
their wiser brethren when they are caught in one of their mischievous false opinions and are
taken to task by those who are not bound by the authority of our sacred books. For then, to
defend their utterly foolish and obviously untrue statements, they will try to call upon Holy
Scripture for proof and even recite from memory many passages which they think support their
position, although they understand neither what they say nor the things about which they make
assertion (Cf. 1 Tim 1:7).”10
Regarding Noah’s ark, Calvin asserted:
“Moses, who had been educated in all the science of the Egyptians, was not ignorant of
geometry; but since we know that Moses everywhere spoke in a homely style, to suit the
capacity of the people, and that he purposely abstained from acute disputations, which might
savor of the schools and of deeper learning; I can by no means persuade myself, that, in this
place, contrary to his ordinary method, he employed geometrical subtlety.
“Certainly, in the first chapter, he did not treat scientifically of the stars, as a philosopher would
do; but he called them, in a popular manner, according to their appearance to the uneducated,
rather than according to truth, ‘two great lights.’”11
In segments of our society, people have erected a false dichotomy, asserting that science
and the Bible clash. Yet, scientists seek to answer how the world and humanity came into
existence, while theologians ask why they were created. No true conflict exists. 12 Science reveals
the process God chose to create the universe. It does not pose a threat to our faith.13 Therefore,
the question we seek to answer when studying Genesis is “What did Moses intend to
communicate to his original audience?”14
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In the first chapter of the bible, each element of nature and all the animals played a role in
the Lord’s plan for the world. Therefore, he described them as “good.”15 However, the climax of
God’s creative work was the creation of people, those whom he made in his own image. He
called them to live in close fellowship with God, acting as stewards of the world he created.
After making Adam and Eve, the Lord then affirmed his work as “very good.”
In the Beginning of God’s Creating
1) Gen 1:1–2: “God” (Elohim) can refer to any deity. However, here it depicts the sovereign
originator of the whole universe.16 These verses correlate with an Egyptian funerary spell (ca.
2134–1991 BC) from the Book of the Dead.17 The incantation states, “I am he that closeth and he
that openeth, and I am but One. I am [the sun god] Ra at his first appearance. I am the great god,
self-produced; His names together compose the cycle of the gods; Resistless is he among the
gods.”18
People living in Egypt believed that when the sun god formed the universe, he began to
rule as king over his creation.19 Consequently, Moses’s original audience—the Israelites who had
recently escaped from Egypt— understood the concept of a creator ruling over what he made.
Only the identity of this Lord was new to them (Exod 3:13–14).
Due to the nuances of Hebrew grammar, specifically the vowels employed by Moses, a
good translation of this passage starts with “In the beginning of God’s creating of the heavens
and the earth, the earth had been formless and empty.”20 The Hebrew word “reshith” appears
fifty-one times in the Old Testament.21 It means “beginning of” (Cf. Gen 10:10; Gen 49:3; Deut
21:17),22 with one exception (Isa 46:10).23
Thus, Gen 1:1 does not function as a topic sentence. It describes the state of our world at
the time when the Lord began his creative work.24 Typically, the term refers to a time-period,
such as the year of succession of a king to the throne, rather than to a single point (Deut 11:11–
12; Jer 28:1).25
In the early chapters of Genesis, usually the verb “create” (bara) occurs in association
with “bless” (barak). The Lord’s purpose in creating intertwined with his desire to bless (Gen
1:21–22; Gen 1:27–28; Gen 2:3–3). Although the text does not specify that God created from
nothing, Ps 148:5 lends credence to the view of ex nihilo (“out of nothing”) creation, as does
Prov 8:12, 22–31, when the personification of Wisdom speaks.26

15

John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical-Theological Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1992), 88.
16
Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 15.
17
P. Le Page Renouf, The Book of the Dead (London: Society of Biblical Archaeology, 1904), 40,
https://archive.org/details/egyptianbookofde00reno/page/40.
18
Renouf, The Book of the Dead, 17, 35, https://archive.org/details/egyptianbookofde00reno/page/n71.
19
Jeffrey J. Niehaus, God at Sinai: Covenant and Theophany in the Bible and Ancient Near East (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1995), 86.
20
Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1–17 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 104.
21
Result of Logos 7 word study on “אשׁית
ִ ”ר
ֵ (reshith).
22
S. Rattray and J. Milgrom, “אשׁית
ִ ”ר
ֵ (reshith) in TDOT 13:268–72, 270.
23
Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1–17, 104.
24
Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 1–17, 104.
25
Walton, Genesis, 68–9.
26
Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 14.
3

https://redemptivehistorytheology.com/blog/

Gen 1–3 Chapter 1: God Establishes His Cosmic Temple (Gen 1:1–13)

DT Plichta

The phrase “heaven and earth” is a common Hebrew example of merism. This literary
device names two opposite ends of a spectrum with the understanding that they include both
them and everything in between.27 In other words, God created the entire cosmos, all that exists
(Isa 44:24).28
Verse two opens with the perfect tense: “The earth had been (hayah) formless and
empty,”29 another indication that this sentence does not occur later in time than the first verse. In
Hebrew, the perfect tense describes a completed act.30 Thus, Moses described the situation
before the activity of verses 3–31 commenced.31
Intriguingly, Gen 1:2 resembles these opening lines of the Babylonian creation epic
entitled Enuma Elish:32
“When on high the heaven had not been named, firm ground below had not been called by name,
naught but [the] primordial [water god] Apsu, their begetter, [and the water goddess] MummuTiamat, she who bore them all, their waters commingling as a single body; no reed hut had been
matted, no marsh land had appeared, when no gods whatever had been brought into being,
uncalled by name, their destinies undetermined.”33
Both Enuma Elish and Genesis 1 open by describing the state of the world before the
creating began. In the Genesis account, Moses portrayed the formulation of order from disorder.
Unlike other Ancient Near Eastern descriptions, he communicated no sense of forces of chaos
being restrained, nor of any personified evil, such as Tiamat, the Babylonian goddess of the
primordial depths.34
Even though the deep waters obeyed the Lord’s commands (Ps 104:6), the combination
of the words “formless” (tohu) and “empty” (bohu) still implies a dreadful situation (Isa 34:11;
Jer 4:23).35 However, God did not create the earth to remain in chaos (Isa 45:18),36 but to
function as a place of order.37 Moses wrote, “And the spirit of God was hovering over the surface
of the waters.” The same Hebrew word means “wind,” “breath,” “spirit,” or “Spirit.”38
This creative activity involved God at work in the organization of the cosmos, not the
destructive force connoted by translating ruakh as “wind.”39 Therefore, we can best translate
ruakh as “Spirit” in Gen 1:2.40 Like the glory cloud or flame appearing in other covenants (Gen
15:17; Exod 19:9; Matt 17:5; Acts 2:1–4), the Spirit acted as a divine witness to the covenant of
creation.41
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Due to the polytheism in surrounding nations during the Old Testament era, Moses
focused upon the existence of one God. Introducing an idea such as the Trinity would have
sowed confusion and tempted Israel to expand their number of gods. Israelites viewed “the spirit
of the Lord” as an emanation of God’s power and authority, akin to “the hand of the Lord” (2 Ki
3:15; Ezek 1:3).42
In a related language called Ugaritic, the Hebrew word for “hovering” describes the
action of birds,43 such as a vulture circling over an awaited feast,44 or an eagle hovering over its
brood (Deut 32:11; Matt 3:16). An Assyrian emperor described himself as one whose wings
were spread like an eagle’s over his land to faithfully tend to his people.45 Likewise, the
awesome presence of God mysteriously and protectively fluttered over the primordial waters.46
a) Read Gen 1:1–2. What was the cosmos like at the beginning of God’s creating? How was the
spirit of God at work? What aspects of these verses would have surprised Moses’s original
audience?

Let There Be Light
b) Gen 1:3–5: Moses arranged the first chapter of Genesis thematically, rather than in
chronological order.47 It moves from an inoperative condition of chaos into an established
functional pattern.48 The first three consist of the creation of kingdoms/habitations with a second
set of three days in which God made their kings/inhabitants. 49 Thus, the first day corresponds to
the fourth, the second to the fifth, and the third to the sixth: 50
light
sun, moon, and stars
seas and sky
sea creatures and birds
dry land
land animals and humans
This format combated Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) mythologies, which worshiped
creation and its creatures instead of the creator on whom they ultimately depended.51 In all the
ANE creation stories, the world arose in at least one of these four ways: 1) as the work of God or
gods; 2) due to the spoken word; 3) from conflict with opposing forces; or 4) by selfreproduction and birth. Genesis depicts only the first two of these categories. 52
42
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In God’s first recorded act in the biblical narrative, he fabricated the entire universe
though his sovereign decree (Cf. Heb 11:3).53 Likewise, the Egyptian god Ptah envisioned
creation in his mind and then spoke it into being.54 People in the ANE believed that things did
not exist, nor did they receive their function, until someone named them.55 Therefore, by naming
and assigning purpose to creation, God demonstrated his power and authority over all he made.
A similar concept occurs in the beginning of Enuma Elish.56 It says:
“When on high the heaven had not been named, firm ground below had not been called by name,
naught but primordial Apsu, their begetter, (and) Mummu Tiamat, she who bore them all, their
waters commingling as a single body. No reed hut had been matted, no marsh land had appeared,
when no gods whatever had been brought into being, uncalled by name, their destinies
undetermined - Then it was that the gods were formed. Lahmu and Lahamu were brought forth,
by name they were called.”57
This idea parallels the Lord’s creation of light.58 However, Moses did not deify the forces
of nature but cited their obedience to God’s commands.59 Since the people of Egypt and nearby
nations routinely worshiped the sun and moon as gods,60 Moses sought to prevent idolatry by
calling them simply “lights” created by God (Gen 1:16).
Light signifies life, salvation, the Lord’s presence, and even his commands (Ps 56:13; Isa
9:2; Exod 10:22–23; Prov 6:23).61 People in the ANE considered the sun only one source of light
in addition to the stars and even the moon, which all made light of their own. After all, daylight
appears before the sun rises and remains visible after it sets.62 By not describing the creation of
the sun until “a fourth day,” Moses conveyed the idea that God is the ultimate source of light
(Gen 1:14–19).63
He reported, “And God saw the light, that it was good. And God separated the light from
the darkness.” The Lord delighted in his handiwork.64 One of the nuances of “separated”
(badhal) is being set apart for a specific function,65 a concept we see repeated in Gen 1:6–7, 14,
18.66 Light and darkness not only cannot reside together, each serves a different purpose.67 They
appear in alternating periods of time, rather than being restricted to distinct spheres. 68
Moses continued, “And God called the light ‘day,’ and the darkness he called ‘night.’” In
the ANE, to give something or someone a name signified one’s authority (2 Ki 23:34).69 By
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naming the light and the darkness, the Lord dethroned the celestial deities whom the Israelites
had seen people worship in Egypt.70
The creation of the sun and moon on “a fourth day” highlights the difficulty of a precise
definition for the term “day.” Light had been present since “a first day.” In addition, the Hebrew
word “yom” often loses the specific meaning “day,”71 becoming a vague term for “time” or
“moment.”72
On each of the first five days in Gen 1, no definite article occurs before the number of
each day (e.g. “a second day”). In Hebrew grammar, authors employed the word “the” (ha) to
denote a specific person or thing.73 Consequently, the syntax of Gen 1 permits a range of ideas in
the length of time during which God created.74 The lack of a definite article also permitted
Moses to depict the events of days one through five in a sequence other than their chronological
order for literary purposes.75 Presenting the process in a series of “days” accommodates the finite
thinking of human minds.76
Using the same formula to conclude the account of each day, Moses wrote, “And there
was evening and there was morning, a first day.”77 On “a first day” God created time,78
alternating periods of darkness and light. He listed evening first due to the preexisting condition
of darkness.79
Read Gen 1:3–5. What pattern occurs in Gen 1? How does Enuma Elish correspond to this
passage? Why did Moses call what God created on the first day “light” when he did not make the
sun until the fourth day? What features of Gen 1 make a precise definition of the word “day”
extremely difficult? How can we interpret the word “day” here?

In the Beginning Was the Word
2) John 1:1–2: The opening section of the book of John reflects why the ancient church depicted
this gospel as a soaring eagle. John skillfully interwove foundational Christian concepts, such as
Jesus’s divinity and preexistence, with his humanity and sacrifice for our sins. In fact, the early
church may have used this passage as a hymn.80 The first words of this gospel deliberately reflect
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Gen 1:1. Since the opening word or two of a Hebrew bible book forms the title, the Hebrew
name for Genesis means “In the Beginning of” (bereshith).81
By his choice of opening words, John took his readers back to the creation of the heavens
and the earth.82 While Genesis discussed the original creation, the gospel of John expounded
upon God’s new generative work (John 17:24–26).83
John wrote, “In the beginning was the Word. And the Word was with God and the Word was
God. He, in the beginning, was with God.” His assertion that the Word was “in the beginning”
refers to Jesus’s existence before anything else was created and to his role in originating creation
(Isa 43:10–13; Col 1:15–17).84 What is true of God is also true of the Word.85 Everything in the
universe depends upon Christ for its existence (John 1:3).86
Unfortunately, the Greco-Roman concept of the “Word” (Logos) has no parallel in
modern cultures,87 making the meaning of the term difficult for us to grasp. The 6th century BC
philosopher Heraclitus wrote, “This Logos is eternally valid, yet men are unable to understand
it…all things come to pass in accordance with this Logos.”88 Heraclitus viewed the Word as the
impersonal, omnipresent wisdom steering all that exists, detached from all emotion,89 the
creative energy behind the rationality of the universe. 90 Stoic philosophers, such as Zeno of
Citium (336–265 BC), extended the concept to include the rational soul.91 They considered the
Logos a force which inaugurates and permeates and superintends all.92
The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (20 BC–50 AD) expanded these GrecoRoman concepts of the word. For example, he wrote, “The shadow of God is his word [logos],
which he used like an instrument when he was making the world. And this shadow…is the
archetype of other things.”93 Philo reckoned the logos as “divine reason, which is the helmsman
and governor of the universe.”94 In addition, he asserted that the logos is “[F]illing all things with
its essence. And the word, which connects together and fastens everything, is peculiarly full of
itself, having no need whatever of anything beyond.”95 Philo also called the logos, “his firstborn
son…the lieutenant of the great king.”96
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Therefore, when John cited Jesus as the Logos, he employed a term well-known to his
contemporaries.97 In the language of his era, “the word” conveyed “a communicated utterance,”
“a formal account of one’s actions,” “a reflection,” or “the reason or cause of something.”98
However, building upon the Old Testament (Ps 33:6–11),99 John added his own twist so that the
Logos referred to the independent expression of God as a living person, namely, Jesus.100 This
represented a major shift from the Greco-Roman idea that the Logos remained detached from
human concerns. John amply demonstrated Christ’s passionate involvement in people’s lives
(e.g. John 4). Indeed, Jesus identified with us so fully that he suffered and died to secure our
salvation (John 1:9–14, 18; John 19:28–30; John 5:24–29).101
“The Word was near (pros) God,” meaning the Logos was in God’s presence.102 The
same construction occurs in Mark 6:3,103 where translators usually render this preposition as
“with.” Given the difficulty of the Greek, “The Word was with God” best expresses John’s
meaning, for “with” can express both spatial closeness and relationship. 104
Not only was the Word with God, “the Word was God” (theos ēn ho logos). Some sects
hold that the lack of a definite article “the” (ho) before “God” (theos) means that “the Word was
a god.” However, in Greek grammar, nouns without “the” (ho) occurring before “to be” verbs
(ēn) express the nature or character of the subject. In other words, “The Word had the same
nature as God,”105 and he perfectly reveals God to us (Cf. Phil 2:5–11).106 This grammatical form
also appears in Matt 27:54. If John had written “The Word was the God” (ho logos ēn ho theos),
he would have meant that God and the Word were the same being. However, that contradicts
“the Word was with God.”107 Therefore, this specific construction says that Jesus is truly God
without being the same person as the Father (John 1:18; John 20:28).108
John considered the preexistence of Christ so important that he repeated the idea in verse
two.109 A Jewish monotheist making such an assertion must have staggered his readers (Cf. Deut
6:4–9; Zech 14:9).110 By building this passage upon the opening lines of Genesis (Cf. Gen 1:1–
2), John pointed to the involvement of the entire Trinity in creation.
a) Read John 1:1–2. How did John adapt the Greco-Roman and Jewish concepts of the Logos to
write about Jesus? Why did the apostle omit a definite article (‘the”) before the word “God” to
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capture the nature of Jesus’s relationship with God? How have you experienced Christ’s
passionate involvement in your life?

The Light Shines in Darkness
b) John 1:3–5: John wrote, “Everything through him was made, and apart from him was made
nothing which had been made.” He asserted that creation occurred through Jesus, the Word
(logos) (John 1:1–2; Col 1:15–17; Rev 3:14).111 By that activity God revealed himself to
humanity for the first time (Heb 1:1–4).112 The apostle specified that the Father did not first
create Christ and then permit him to create the universe. Instead, the Word always existed.113
John implied that only the Son created, for the Father made everything “through him” (cf.
1 Cor 8:6). Yet, both remain at work in our world (John 5:17–19).114 What God does, the Word
does, making every act of Jesus a divine enterprise (John 14:10).115
He wrote, “In him was life, and the life was the light of human beings. And the light in
the darkness shines, and the darkness has not overcome it.” John narrowed his scope from
Jesus’s work in all creation to his formation of life.116 Then he asserted that Christ’s activity
expanded to include the new creation.117 Thus, “life” (zōē) carries a double meaning, referring to
both physical and spiritual realms (John 5:24–26; John 10:10, 28–29).118
In the book of Isaiah, light accompanies the messiah (Isa 9:1–7; Isa 42:5–7; Isa 49:5–
6).119 Not only does Jesus confer light and life, he embodies them (John 11:23–27; John 14:6;
John 8:12; John 9:5).120 In fact, all the light we enjoy derives from the Word.121
The apostle’s statement, “And the light in the darkness shines” encompasses the past,
when the Logos was shining in the primordial darkness (Gen 1:1–3); John’s era, when the glory
of the Word made flesh dwelt among them (John 12:35–36); and the present time, through the
111
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work of the Spirit (John 16:7–14; Matt 5:14–16).122 In John’s vision of the new Jerusalem, he
noted, “And the city has no need of the sun nor the moon, that it might shine, for the glory of the
Lord lit it, and its lamp [is] the Lamb” (Rev 21:23).
The natural antithesis of light is darkness, which the presence of light dispels in both the
physical and spiritual arenas.123 In this instance, spiritual darkness refers to evil (1 John 2:8–
11).124 The verb John chose to describe what the darkness failed (katalambanō) to do has several
meanings, including “to make something one’s own,” “to grasp or comprehend,” “to gain control
by seizing,” and “to surprise by coming upon.”125 Thus, he employed a double meaning: those in
darkness do not accept the light. Yet—despite their efforts—they cannot overcome it.126
The Essenes, a Jewish sect which thrived from the mid-second century BC until 70
127
AD, also saw its adherents as “sons of the light” engaged in mortal combat with forces of
darkness but destined to prevail128 They asserted:
“[God] has created man to govern the world and has appointed for him two spirits in which to
walk until the time of His visitation: the spirits of truth and injustice. Those born of truth spring
from a fountain of light, but those born of injustice spring from a source of darkness. All the
children of righteousness are ruled by the Prince of Light and walk in the ways of light, but all
the children of injustice are ruled by the Angel of Darkness and walk in the ways of darkness...
But the God of Israel and His Angel of Truth will succor (help) all the sons of light.”129
Throughout John’s writings, he imparts a sense of division between those experiencing
authentic life with God and those existing without him.130 Perpetual conflict between darkness
and light emerges as a major theme of Jesus’s mission (John 12:46; 1 John 1:5–7).131 Although
Christ experienced severe opposition—even causing his death—his crucifixion and resurrection
enabled him to overcome the darkness (John 12:27–33; John 16:32–33; Col 2:13–15).132
Read John 1:3–5. What themes did John employ which were likely familiar to his original
audience? How does this passage affect your understanding of Gen 1:1–3? Why can we have
confidence as we go through the struggles of life?
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God Separates the Waters
3) Gen 1:6–8: Moses wrote, “And God said, ‘Let there be an expanse (raqia) in the middle of
the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.’ Then God made the expanse, and he
separated the waters which [were] below the expanse and the waters which [were] above the
expanse. And so it happened.”
After creating time on “a first day” (Gen 1:1–5), the Lord formed space,133 asserting his
power over the primordial waters by dividing them.134 He accomplished this by spreading out the
vault of heaven (Isa 40:22; Isa 44:24).135 Some translations call this “the firmament.”136 The
Hebrew prepositions indicate that the Lord separated one type of water from another, with one
kind above and a different one below this vault.137 Thus, the Lord isolated the vapor which
formed rain from the waters upon the earth.138 An intermediate expanse regulated humidity and
sunlight.139
In keeping with Egyptian and Babylonian ideas, Israelites viewed the sky as a solid dome
(Job 37:18),140 possibly of glass (Ezek 1:22; Dan 12:3).141 For example, in the Sumerian tale
Enki and the Ordering of the World, the author described the sky as a “well-established roof
[which] reaches like the rainbow to heaven.”142 Overall, people in the Ancient Near East (ANE)
believed that the cosmos consisted of three tiers: the heavens; the earth; and the underworld.143
One Egyptian creation text describes the moment, “when the sky was separated from the earth,
and when the gods ascended to heaven.”144
However, Enuma Elish provides the greatest parallels with the “separation” in the
Genesis account, though it promotes striking differences in theology. The god Marduk formed
the vault from the corpse of a rebellious water goddess. Even then, he needed restraints to
prevent her from unleashing her waters.145 Using a word related to the Hebrew verb “separated,”
(barar) it says, “Then the lord [Marduk] paused to view [Tiamat’s] dead body, that he might
divide the monster and do artful works. He split her like a shellfish into two parts. Half of her he
set up and ceiled it as sky, pulled down the bar and posted guards. He bade them to allow not her
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waters to escape.”146 People believed that rain consisted of fluid leaking from the upper half of
Tiamat’s body.147 Normally, the vault kept those waters in place (Cf. Job 26:6–14).148
A Sumerian tale about Ishkur recounts a different origin of rain. There the god Enlil
commissioned his son to make clouds and to harness the winds and lightning to go before him.149
In another Sumerian myth, the god Enki “summoned the two winds and the water of the heaven,
he made them approach like two clouds, made their life-giving breath go to the horizon, changed
the barren hills into fields.”150
Similarly, the waters above fall at the Lord’s command (Ps 77:16–20). Clouds come from
his storehouses at the ends of the earth, originating at the gates of heaven (Job 38:22–23; Ps
135:7).151 Unlike those living in the ANE, we recognize that this “vault” is not a physical entity
but the way our weather system operates.152
Moses continued, “And God called the vault ‘the heavens.’ And there was evening and
there was morning, a second day.” The Hebrew language connotes the close association between
the two types of water, for “heavens” is shamayim,153 while “waters” is mayim (Ps 148:4).154
Once again, the lack of a definite article (the) before the number of the day indicates that this
account does not necessarily follow a sequence in time.155 Moses omitted the phrase “and God
saw that it was good” only in the account of this day, perhaps because the creation of the vault
comprised a preliminary stage prior to the creation of dry ground.156
Read Gen 1:6–8. How did Moses’s view of “a second day” differ from other ANE creation texts
concerning the separation of the waters? What encouragement does that give you?

The Firstborn of All Creation
4) Col 1:15–18: Many New Testament (NT) scholars consider Col 1:15–20 a preexisting hymn
which Paul inserted into his letter to the people of Colossae. 157 Structurally, it forms an A-B-C-
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B-A pattern called a chiasm, in which the focus lies upon the center. In this case, the emphasis
falls on v. 17, which states, “And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together.”158
This hymn begins by saying, “He is the image of the invisible God, [the] firstborn of all
creation.” The term “firstborn” (prōtotokos) refers to the authority and preeminence of the oldest
son.159 It does not suggest that Christ did not always exist. Thus, he is “first in rank” (Gen 49:3;
Ps 89:27),160 a common situation in agrarian societies like Israel’s (Deut 21:15–17).161 In the
context of this passage, “firstborn” signifies the supremacy of Christ over every creature, for he
created everything.162 Furthermore, as the “firstborn from the dead,” he heralds the future
resurrection of those belonging to him (1 Cor 15:20–22).
Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) texts apply similar terms to their deities, such as to AmonRe in Egypt.163 The Mesopotamian creation story Enuma Elish recounts that the first gods
begotten by Apsu and Tiamat were named Lahmu and Lahamu. 164 Yet, after Marduk slew
Tiamat, the other gods responded in this way:
“They erected for [Marduk] a princely throne. Facing his fathers, he sat down, presiding... ‘Thou,
Marduk, art the most honored of the great gods, thy decree is unrivaled...From this day
unchangeable shall be thy pronouncement. To raise or bring low—these shall be [in] thy hand.
Thy utterance shall be true, thy command shall be unimpeachable. No one among the gods shall
transgress thy bounds!
“‘...O Marduk, thou art indeed our avenger. We have granted thee kingship over the universe
entire. When in Assembly thou sittest, thy word shall be supreme. Thy weapons shall not fail;
they shall smash thy foes! O lord, spare the life of him who trusts thee, pour out the life of the
god who seized evil.’
“Having placed in their midst the Images, they addressed themselves to Marduk, their firstborn,
‘Lord, truly thy decree is first among gods. Say but to wreck or create; it shall be. Open thy
mouth: the Images will vanish! Speak again, and the Images shall be whole!’ At the word of his
mouth the Images vanished. He spoke again, and the Images were restored. When the gods, his
fathers, saw the fruit of his word, joyfully they did homage, ‘Marduk is king!’”165
Although Marduk was not chronologically the firstborn, he received the supremacy and honor
associated with the eldest son due to his mighty acts of valor.
According to Greek mythology, one of the five major ethnic groups in Greece originated
from the union of the great god Zeus with Protogeneia (“Firstborn” in Greek).166 When the
lineage of Lokros was about to die out, Zeus carried Protogeneia off, impregnated her, and gave
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her to Lokros as his wife.167 Thus, she gave birth to the first ruler of Greece. 168 Similarly, the
Romans worshiped Fortuna Primigenia (“Firstborn” in Latin) because they viewed her as the
origin of all things, the one who created the natural world which then fell into order by chance. 169
Concerning Jesus, Paul proclaimed, “For in him were created all things in the heavens
and on the earth, things visible and things invisible, whether thrones, or dominions, or rulers, or
authorities. All things through him and for him were created. And he is before all things, and all
things in him hold together. And he is the head of the body of the church. He is [the] beginning,
[the] firstborn from the dead, that he might come to have first place in everything.”
Ingeniously, the author of this ode in Colossians focused upon the meanings which we
can glean from the first word of Gen 1:1, “in the beginning of” (bereshith). Using four meanings
of the Hebrew preposition be (“in,” “by,” “for,” and “through”),170 the hymn writer amplified “in
the beginning of” by the report that all things were created “in” Christ, “by” Christ, “for” Christ,
and “through” Christ.
Furthermore, reshith has multiple meanings (“beginning,” “sum total,” “head,” and “firstfruits”).171 The author expounded upon these, saying Christ “is before all things” (beginning); “in
him all things hold together” (sum total); “he is the head of the body” (“kephalē,” meaning the
source which supplies life);172 and “the firstborn from among the dead.” As one part representing
the whole of God’s people (first fruits),173 Christ ensures our resurrection (1 Cor 15:12–23).
Jesus fulfills every meaning of the first word in the Hebrew Bible.174
Read Col 1:15–18. How is the NT concept of “firstborn” like the ANE and Jewish views? In
what ways does it differ from the Greek and Roman perspectives? How does knowing that Jesus
is the firstborn of all creation affect your life? Why does it matter that he is the firstborn of the
dead?
The Dry Ground Appears
5) Gen 1:9–13: On the third day, the Lord began organizing what he had created in Gen 1:1–8.
Moses reported, “God said, ‘Let the waters below the heavens be collected to one place and let
the dry ground appear.’ And it was so. God called the dry ground ‘land,’ and the collected
waters, he called ‘seas.’ And God saw that it was good.”
167
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This separation of dry land from the seas set the parameters necessary for terrestrial
life. A strong connection exists between the two commands, for the gathering of the waters
enabled the land to emerge.176 The Israelites had seen something similar during their escape from
Egypt (Exod 14:21–22).177 In contrast to our modern view of the earth as continents surrounded
by oceans, people in the Ancient Near East (ANE) saw the world as land holding bodies of
water.178
Unlike on previous days, on the third day God performed two separate acts of creation.
He also did this on the sixth day. This maintains the literary parallelism between days one and
four, days two and five, and days three and six.179 “Then God said, ‘Let the earth sprout grass,
[and] plants scattering seeds, [and] fruit trees bearing fruit according to their kind, which have
seeds in them on the earth.’ And it was so. Then the earth grew grass [and] seed-bearing plants
according to their kind, and trees bearing fruit according to its kind. And God saw that it was
good.”
In the second creative act of this day, the Lord produced various types of vegetation.180
God desires to reign over an infinite variety of life.181 Thus, he created plants and trees which
reproduce “according to [their] kind, which have seeds in them.” The Hebrew term for “kind”
(min) allows for a broader range than “species.”182 In contrast, the word “seeds” (zera) implies a
close resemblance to the parent.183 Significantly, God commanded reproduction “according to its
kind” for plants and animals but not for humans (Gen 1:24, 26).184 This may indicate that God
intended that vegetation and animals propagate more than the same species, 185 as the term “kind”
does not correspond to a scientific species or genus.186
The Greek translation of the Old Testament reflects this, employing the terms homoios
(“respecting perfect agreement, resembling”) twenty times and genos (“race, family, direct
descendant, animal class”) eleven times for the term “min.”187 In Gen 1:11, the Greek translators
opted for both terms, writing “according to kind (genos) and according to likeness (homoios).”188
175

For the last time in this creation narrative, the Lord named what he created. Soon he
would delegate that responsibility to people (Gen 2:19–20; Gen 4:1).189 Once he completed the
basic structure which supports life, God declared it “good.”190
In contrast, Sumerians believed that the continued fertility of their land depended upon
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the ritual reenactment of the death and resurrection of Dumuzi, the goddess Inanna’s lover.191
The rite centered upon cultic prostitution, rather than upon human sacrifice. Inanna’s temples
included bridal chambers where a priestess engaged in mystical marriage with the king to renew
the land’s productivity.192
However, God continually desired the production and creation of new life,193 with what
he made following his master design.194 He began with a day of black and white, added the blue
of ocean and sky on a second day, and now included green. Soon the earth would contain the full
palette of colors.195
The Mesopotamian creation account Enuma Elish follows a similar sequence of creating
time, climate, and the ingredients necessary for agriculture.196 Marduk, the son of the gods,
appointed the days to the sun god Shamash and established night and day. Then he took saliva
from the evil water goddess he had slain and used it to create clouds, winds, and fog. After that,
Marduk formed mountains and the rest of the earth from Tiamat’s body before opening the deep
waters and springs. “Thus, he covered [the heavens] and established the earth.”197
Read Gen 1:9–13. Why did Moses record two acts of creation on the third day? How did God
prepare the earth so that vegetation could grow? What is the significance of the command for
plants and animals to reproduce “according to their kind”? How does the account in these verses
differ from the one in Enuma Elish regarding the separation of dry ground from the waters?
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