Genesis One: the place humanity will live

Getting Started:
We have noted that Genesis 1 – 11 serves as a preface to the rest of the book and, in fact, to the Bible as a whole.  As such, Genesis 1 – 11 lays out the basic themes that will follow from Genesis 12:1 onward to Revelation.  

The Bible’s story goes back to a time long long ago; to the beginning of all things.  Interestingly it’s not the only creation story.   Virtually every civilization has some kind of ancient story to explain how everything came to be.  These stories perform several important functions for people.

1. They fulfill human curiosity.  People share a basic need to answer big questions about where the universe, the earth, and human life came from.
2. They create cultural identity.  They help groups define who they are, their core values, and their place in the natural world.
3. They tie together shared experience.  All creation stories include elements common to all human experience like earth, water, birth, death, and family dynamics.

There were several competing creation stories in Moses’ day.  The Egyptians had creation stories, as did the Mesopotamians.  The Mesopotamian version is called the Enuma Elish (When on High).  It predates the biblical account and shares some thematic similarities to the one in our bible.  Some believe that the bible’s creation account grows out of it.  Here’s a synopsis of the story.

In the beginning there were two gods, the freshwater god Apsu, and the chaotic saltwater god Tiamat.  Their waters mixed which resulted in host of new younger gods.  They were a rowdy bunch which displeased Apsu and his adviser Mummu.  Apsu then plots to kill them. The wise god Ea discovers the plot and puts Apsu to sleep and kills him.  Ea builds his sacred dwelling atop Apsu’s corpse and there Ea’s son Marduk is born.
Enraged by Apsu’s death, Tiamat goes to war with the rowdy gods.  A bloody conflict ensues involving 11 poison filled monsters which carry the tablets of destiny to Tiamat’s general, Kingu.
In all this conflict the older gods turn to Marduk for counsel.  Marduk agrees to help them on one condition – that he be made supreme god over the pantheon.
Marduk then faces Tiamat in single combat which Marduk wins.  Marduk takes Tiamat’s body and her upper half becomes the sky and her lower half becomes the earth.  Her tears form the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.  Marduk then executes Kingu and uses his blood mixed with clay to create humanity.  Humanity is created to do the heavy labor and serve the gods so the deities can rest.  The story ends with the gods praising Marduk and establishing Babylon as his earthly seat of power.
 
Sound farfetched?  We must remember, this is the Babylonian worldview.  It’s how they explained the beginning of everything.  It’s what tied Babylonian life together.

Let’s compare and contrast the Enuma Elish’s story with Genesis 1.  [READ]

It is thought that Moses wrote Genesis 1 to rebut stories like the Enuma Elish.  We do the same thing today.  North Americans seem to have generally embraced the theory of evolution, or some version of it stemming from Darwin’s work, as their creation story.  It’s against this story that Christians, in the same manner as Moses, bring the Bible’s account to offer an alternate view.  Let’s go to the Genesis text to see what Moses says about the beginning of all things.  The first matter is to identify the one who stands at the foundation of everything. 

The core:
A. V.1 Elohim’s introduction.
1. Elohim.  The word Elohim means god or mighty one.  The “im” ending is the Hebrew plural.  One could say “gods” but all the verbs and adjectives attached to Elohim are almost always singular.  It is said that the use of the plural is meant to magnify God’s glory and majesty.  Kind of like adding superlatives to his name.  What is remarkable is that Moses doesn’t explain Elohim’s origin or activity prior to creation.  The way Genesis begins is, I think, an invitation to discover Elohim.  It begs the question who is this God?  Interestingly the word Elohim can refer to the God of the Bible, but it can also refer to pagan gods.  Psalm 95:4, 5 is a good example of the latter.  What determines Elohim’s identity is context.

2.  Elohim created.  The word “created” (bara) is interesting.  David Atkinson observes that “bara” when connected to God, always has God as its subject.  Check a bible concordance and you will see that bara consistently appears with reference to God alone, never to humans.  Humans make things and God makes things, but only God “bara” creates.  Atkinson, quoting Wenham who quotes Schmidt, says

“‘Bara’ preserves the idea of God’s effortless, totally free and unbounding creating, his sovereignty.”

3. Everything begins with Elohim.  The phrase “heavens and earth” is the Bible’s way of conveying that God created everything.  John 1:1-3 makes a similar connection.
The bottom line is that the Bible’s opening statement focuses the origin of everything in the hands of one God - Elohim.  He alone is creation’s foundation.
I like Helmut Thielicke’s comment

The purpose is to show what it means for me and my life that God is there at the beginning and at the end, that everything that happens in this world – my little life with its cares and its joys, and also the history of the world at large extending from stone-age man to the atomic era – that all this is, so to speak, a discourse enclosed, upheld, and guarded by the breath of God.

B. V.2 – 2:3 Elohim and creation
The earth before creation
We are never told about the origin of the swirling dark mass from which God creates everything.  All we know is that it was there.  Darrell Johnson understands “bara’ as enveloping the idea that God created everything from nothing.  The basic idea is that the earth prior to God’s creation had no form and no content, and it was dark.

Some scholars believe that v.2 suggests something evil.  It is thought that v.1 describes God’s original perfect creation, and v.2 describes God’s Spirit hovering over an earth left a dark formless void due to a cataclysmic judgment and the fall of Satan.  The name given to this idea is the gap theory.  This is pure speculation as scripture nowhere references this idea.  A better alternative to view v.1 as Moses’ title statement with creation beginning in v.2.

Spirit (ruach) the wind of God.  David Atkinson notes that what is pictured here,

Is that of a mother eagle stirring up her nest, fluttering over her young, bringing what is immature into more active life.

The days of the creation
In a sequence of seven days Moses lays out how God took a dark formless void and brought from it beauty, order, and purpose.  While Christians certainly find great inspiration in this portion there are thorny questions with which we wrestle.  For example, what does Moses mean by the word “day”?  Is this a literal 24 hour earth day, or does it represent a timespan, and age, of unspecified length?  Also, what does it mean to be created in God’s image?  And finally, how do we understand the 7th day, the day God rested?  Let’s begin to answer these questions.
Each of the first six days features a consistently repeated pattern.  1. God speaks. 2. Creation happens. 3. God pronounces his creation as good/very good.  4. There is an evening and a morning each day.

“Day”
At first glance it seems Moses is telling a straightforward story which requires no interpretation.   One problem though is the meaning of the word “day” (Hebrew – Yom).  While many Christians are quick to equate the word “day” with a 24 hour earth day, others are not so convinced.  Some Christians see the word “day” referring to an unspecified timespan or age.  As such the 6 creation days are not meant as 6 literal earth days, but 6 ages in which creation was completed.  This approach is called the day – age theory.  It’s an honest attempt to harmonize the Bible and science and the age of the earth.  Those holding to a literal 24 hour creation day believe that the earth is very young. Day-age proponents believe the earth is very old.  Those holding to this theory are simply trying to understand the biblical story in light of the reality of existing fossil evidence. 

Sadly this difference of belief has led to some very unfortunate splits in fellowship.  In my experience those holding to a literal seven day creation account often question the orthodoxy (even salvation) of the day – age proponents.  Day – age proponents in turn question the literalist’s ability to understand the reality of certain features of the earth with regard to fossil evidence etc.  So, who’s right?

Let me make several suggestions.

1. All believers earnestly desire to deal honestly with the scriptures.  We need to be careful about labelling Christians.  We need to be humble enough to admit that there are mysteries in the Bible we will not understand, and that believers can hold differing views on some biblical matters without making every issue a question of orthodoxy.  Satan delights in causing Christians to split hairs and consequently split fellowship.  A 24 hour day or an age is not a salvation matter.

2. Moses did not intend for believers to fight about the word day (Yom).
I think Moses would be appalled at how Christians have handled his writing.  He was
using his familiar language to describe and communicate God’s truth.  As such Yom could very well refer to a literal six day creation.  After all if God can create something by simply speaking, a literal 6 day creation scenario is no problem for him.
Additionally, the repetition of the evening/morning pattern certainly seems to give the flavor of a 24 hour day.

On the other hand John C. Lennox points out that Moses uses the word Yom in several ways in the whole creation account.  1. On day 1 (v. 3) God calls the 12 hour period of light “day”, and the 12 hour period of darkness “night”.  2.  At the end of same passage Moses calls evening and morning one day. 3. The 7th day goes on for an infinite length of time.  Evening or morning are absent.  4.  2:4, Moses refers to the “day” in which God created.  This describes the whole time period time in which God created.

3. Always keep the main thing the main thing.  Sometimes Christians are guilty of “losing the forest for the trees”.  The meaning of the word “day” is an example.  One always has to ask, what was Moses trying to communicate?  What is his main point?

Having already identified two “day” models, 1. The literalist model.  2. The day – age model, let me say something about 3. The framework model.  This idea views the days of creation as a framework from which to understand the relationship between the various parts of creation to each other.  Even more, the framework model best explains the intent of Moses’ description of days of creation. I think the key element Moses is trying to convey is the relationship between God and every element of what he’s created.  Elohim is the focus, the very center of everything created.  Elohim’s name is repeated at least 32X in Genesis 1.

Additionally, Nahum Sarna points out that the structure of the creation days follows the Hebrew poetic form called parallelism.  The following is a diagram to visualize how the days of creation are laid out according to the framework model. 

	Shape – Forming the earth
	Content – Filling the earth

	Day 1 – God separated Light/dark

Day 2 – God separates waters above/ below

Day 3 – God separates water/dry land

	Day 4 – God creates sun/moon/stars

Day 5 – God creates birds/fish

Day 6 – God creates animals/man

	Day 7
God ceases from his creative work



While there is a chronological structure to the days of creation, it is not strict.  The parallel symmetry of the days suggests a much larger theological purpose for the days.

In the first three days God forms the earth, and the next three he fills the earth.  This back and forth parallel flow wonderfully builds and completes what Moses says about the earth prior to its creation.  It was dark, shapeless, and empty v.2.  In vv.3 – 31 then, God by virtue of his voice alone creates beauty, order, and purpose out of what was present in v.2.  Then on day 7 God ceases from his work and blesses it; a holy day with no end. The main point is that God is forming and filling creation exactly as he wanted it.  And all of this moves to the grand climax which is given on the 7th day.  Everything rests in God’s gracious provision.

The advantage of this model, I believe, is that it provides a way of seeing the creation
week as it was truly meant to be seen.  If this is the case, why would we allow ourselves to get hung up on the meaning of a single word when Moses’ main point is to highlight who created what was created, and why?

Moses’ focus is always squarely on Elohim and gives evidence of who he is by virtue of what he’s created.  I say this all to point out that as the preface to Genesis and to the Bible as a whole, the Genesis creation story tells a great deal about the character and centrality of the God of the Bible.  Everything depends on him, and everything finds its true meaning in him.

Side notes
- Elohim said – let there be/and it was so.  This repeated formula makes a very powerful statement about God.  Nahum Sarna observes that in Moses’ day this kind of statement was also present in other creation stories.  But in those stories it had magical connotations.  In the Genesis account he says,

He spoke and it was so, refers not to the utterance of a magic word, but to the expression of the omnipotent, sovereign, unchallengeable will of the absolute transcendent God to whom all nature is completely subservient. 

 – on day 4 (V.16) God creates the sun and the moon and the stars, etc.  Darrell Johnson notes that what’s interesting is that Moses avoids using the Hebrew terms for sun (Shemesh) and moon (Yareach).  Rather he says God created “the greater light to govern the day, and the lesser light to govern the night.  Why?  With other creation stories, like Mesopotamia (sun – Shamash/Moon – Yarih), worshipping the sun and moon as deity, Moses puts them in their proper place as part of creation and not to be worshipped.  God alone is to be worshipped. 

C. Vv.26 – 31 Elohim and Human Beings
Of particular interest is what occurs on day 6.  God does two things, first he brings forth animal life from the earth, and then he makes man (male and female) in his image.  Interestingly, of all creation only the male/female specifically bear God’s image.  Moses goes to great lengths to distinguish humanity from the animal world and from God himself in vv.26 – 27.  Male and female alone bear God’s image, and male comes from the ground and female from the male.  Neither male nor female originate from within God’s substance.  They are creatures, not divine beings.
In fact this distinction is repeated twice in vv.26 – 27.  Further, he says that male/female are to rule over what God has created.  That is to say, male and female are to manage God’s creation.  This is no minor calling.

The Hebrew word for image is Tselem.  Tselem is a shadow, likeness, or reflection.  In the ancient near east a Tselem was common.  Any object could become a Tselem.  The item, be it wood or stone, was invested with the spirit of a particular god and thus became representative of that god.  Darrell Johnson points out that in the ancient near east kings would regularly set up images (Tselems) of themselves in lands they conquered to represent their presence.  But what does it mean for the male/female to be a reflection of God?  Dr. Gus Konkel notes,

Man is in some way like God.  This is of tremendous significance.  Man is not understood if he is viewed merely as the most highly developed of the animals with whom he shares the earth, or as an infinitesimal being dwarfed by the magnitude of the universe. . . . God and man have a distinct (and I would add unique) relationship to creation . . .

Craig Bartholomew and Michael Goheen observe:

(From Genesis 1:26-18) it should be clear that the fundamental similarity between God and humanity is humankind’s unique vocation, its calling and commissioning by God himself.  Under God, humanity is to rule over the nonhuman parts of creation on land and in sea and air; much as God is the supreme ruler over all. . . . in God’s kingdom, which he has set up by creating it, the special role he has assigned to humanity is that we should serve as his ‘under-kings,’ vice-regents, or stewards.  We are to rule over the creation so that God’s reputation is enhanced within his cosmic kingdom.

Some people, however, object to humanity having dominion as it sounds like they can to do with it whatever they want.  However, as Bartholomew and Goheen observe,

It is impossible to read this (Genesis 1:26 – 31) as suggesting that humans are free to do what they like with God’s workmanship.  Above all things, the human caretakers are accountable to the divine creator of the world entrusted to their care.  To be human means to have huge freedom and responsibility, to respond to God and to be held accountable for that response.  Thus, better way of expressing the concept of humankind’s ‘dominion” over creation may be to say that we are God’s royal stewards, put here to develop the hidden potentials in God’s creation so that the whole of it may celebrate his glory.

Think of the male/female ruling over God’s creation as something like Joseph ruling over Potiphar’s house (Gen. 39).  Potiphar is certainly the owner, but Joseph is invested with the incredible power and accountability as the overseer over whatever Potiphar owns.  This is a huge and important role with very high honor.
I like the way Bartholomew and Goheen summarize Genesis 1:26 – 31.

Genesis 1 describes humankind not as tyrants exploiting the earth, but as stewards ruling “coram deo”, before the presence of God.  The nature of our relationship with God is expressed in how we look after his good creation.  And we do this not merely as individuals, but as partners.

D. Elohim and Sabbath rest
Side note – Our Bible translations all take the same approach to the chapter division of Genesis 1 and 2.  The natural break between the two chapters logically occurs at Genesis 2:4.  As such Genesis 2:1-3 should really have been numbered as vv.32-33 of chapter 1.  2:1-3 completes the first creation story and really should be part of chapter 1.

Nonetheless, many commentators suggest that the creation of the male/female is the highpoint of the creative week.  And in many ways it is indeed a highpoint. 
But I believe THE highpoint is what happens on the seventh day.  With everything in its place Genesis 2:1 – 3 declares that God had completed his work and on the 7th day he rested.

A unique feature of the 7th day is that, unlike the other 6 days, this day has no evening and morning.  This suggests that the 7th day is to be a day with no end.  So why is this day unique among all the days of creation?  I believe that the 7th day is the goal, the highpoint, to which God was working with everything he created.
Also, the number 7 is significant.  In the Bible 7 is the number of completion or perfection.  God ceased his creative activity because nothing else needed to be created.  What God created was perfect for his purposes which was to create a place for human life to exist.

David Atkinson gives us an idea,

In one sense, the whole of Genesis I is about the Sabbath.  The rhythm of six days plus one is the way things are in the world.  Our lives are built to reflect that reality.  A human being’s alternation of work and rest is meant to echo the alternation between work and rest in the creative activity of God.  And what is God’s rest?  Is it not delight in his creation?  Is it not looking with joy on his world and saying, “this is good!”  Our Sabbath rest is the opportunity God gives us to share in his delight.
. . . . It is a rhythm of engagement with the world in work, and then thankful enjoyment of the world in worship.  By worship we so not mean simply – or even primarily – church activity.  Worship is our offering to God, for him to enjoy our enjoyment of his world.  The climax of creation is Man the worshipper: Homo Adorans.  Here is the one who in fellowship with the creator enjoys the Creators work.

And we see the significance of this day from God’s perspective because he does two things that are not said about the other 6.  1.  God blesses it, and 2. He sanctifies it.  In our language God consecrated, hallowed, made sacred, honored, made holy, the 7th day.  In fact the holiness of the 7th day is highlighted in the 10 commandments.

Making it real:
Genesis 1 is the place where God’s people go to anchor their worldview.  As such Genesis 1 gives several key pieces of basic information about what we believe.  Remember, Genesis 1 – 11 is the preface not only to Genesis, but also to the rest of the Bible.  As such Genesis 1 begins to lay out the basic concepts that the rest of the Bible will expand detail and understanding. 

Introducing God:
Someone has said, it’s not how you start that’s important, but how you finish.
This idea may have a certain merit to it, but one’s starting point can have a huge impact on how one finishes.  This is especially true of getting to know God.  Think about building a wall in a house.  Builders carefully when placing wall studs to ensure that they are straight from top to bottom.  Imagine the horror of a drywall installer putting up the wall board only to discover that the studs aren’t where they were supposed to be.  The installer comes to the builder frustrated about the poor construction, only to have the builder respond – it’s not how you start that’s important, it’s how you finish.   

Genesis 1 offers the starting place to get to know God.  If, as Moses declares, God created the heavens and the earth, then everything centers on God.  And, from this, 
perhaps the most important work someone can enter into is getting to know God.

Where do people get their ideas to understand God?  What have you experienced in conversation with people about this?

Make a list of what you discover about God in Genesis 1.  It’s the starting point for what you will continue to discover about God in the rest of Genesis and the Bible.

God and Creation:
People have all kinds of ideas about how we got here.  Some people are absolutely convinced that what we see around us is simply the work of a primordial big-bang that occurred at an unspecified time in the history of the world.  God’s people, however look to Genesis 1 to understand God’s point of view.

As I researched the value of Genesis 1 as the starting place to begin to understand ourselves and what we see around us, I found 5 main points.  Genesis 1 gives us,

1. A sense of order and stability.  Viewing the universe as intentionally spoken into existence by an ordered God helps restore personal equilibrium and reassurance amidst a fast-paced or chaotic world. (Michael Kelly)

2.  Human dignity and identity.  Being created “in the image of God” establishes inherent worth, equality, and value for every human. (Enduring word)

3. Foundation for scientific inquiry.  A rational dependable creator implies a universe governed by discoverable laws, providing confidence that the human mind can observe, investigate, and understand the physical world. (The Gospel Coalition)

4.  Purpose and stewardship.  Recognizing the natural world as intentionally created and pronounced “good” fosters a sense of responsibility for creation care and ethical management of the environment. (Dr. John Beck - Our Daily Bread)

[bookmark: _GoBack]5.  Doctrinal cohesion.  For Christian theology, Genesis 1 serves as the necessary baseline for subsequent doctrines – including the structure of the 7 – day week/Sabbath, the sanctity of 
marriage, and the theological arc leading to redemption. (Answers in Genesis)

These five themes will be highlighted in different ways through the rest of Genesis and the Bible.

What do you learn about your basic value in God’s eyes from vv.3 – 31?
Go back over the 5 points above and highlight one way in which Genesis 1 helps you practically anchor and expand your worldview concerning what God has created.

God and the Sabbath:
God’s people continually argue over the meaning and application of Sabbath rest.
I think that most often in our disputes over this matter we, again, tend to lose the forest for the trees.  We get so caught up in the fine details of how God deals with the Sabbath in the context of the Sinai covenant, and how God deals with the breaking of the Sabbath that we lose perspective on why God created Sabbath in the first place.  Genesis 1 offers us a starting place from which to understand God’s original intent for the Sabbath and why he guards its meaning so zealously.  The Sabbath was made for humanity to find joy in, and to celebrate.

How does Genesis 2:1-3 expand your worldview understanding, appreciation for, and practice of the Sabbath that God has created for us?

How did Jesus protect the actual value of the Sabbath?
