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THE BEGINNING 
A New Translation and Commentary for Genesis 1:1-2:3 

This work applies recent findings from the world of biblical, linguistic, 

and ancient near east scholarshipto the story of the first seven days of 

creation. The translation in this book is faithful to the Hebrew text and, 

in so doing, reveals a God that is otherworldly and unimaginably powerful, 

but who has purposely created a universe in which He is manifestly not 

omnipotent. In other words, the God of the first creation story created a 

world in which free will can exist. Our’s is a world in which God’s ethical 

demands are to be contemplated and either accepted or denied. Only in such 

a world are we free to choose between right and wrong, eternal life or 

eternal separation.  
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ד ֶס ב־ָח ַר ם ְו ִי ַפ ְך ַא ֶר ה ֶא הָו ּנּון ְי ַח חּום ְו ּטֹור 9 ַר ם ִי עֹוָל ֹא ְל ל יב ְו ִר ח יָ ַצ נֶ ֹא־ָל  10 ל

ֹו עֲ ֹא ַכ ל נּו ְו ה ָל ָש ינּו ָע ֵא ָט ֲח ֹא ַכ ינּול ֵל ל ָע ַמ ינּו ָג ֵת ץ  11 ֹנ ֶר ָא ל־ָה ם ַע ִי ַמ ַה ָש ֹב ְג י ִכ ִכ

יו ָא ֵר ל־ְי ּדֹו ַע ְס ר ַח ַב  ָג

Psalm 108:8-11 
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Preface 

My faith walk is not particularly notable except as it may illustrate an intellectual experience 

somewhat different than many of us. Its overall trajectory inscribes an arc originating in the blind 

faith of an adolescent whose understanding of God was largely obtained by indoctrination (Sunday 

schools, youth groups, summer camps, and confirmation classes); From there my faith progressed to 

the unbelief of a lazy, largely self-absorbed teenage male, followed in my early twenties by a descent 

into the nihilism of science with all its pretentions of objectivity. Such a progression was a natural 

(and common) consequence of a faith acquired by indoctrination, a faith of piety not of reason – 

whose underlying rationale is almost always, “because that is what the Bible says”. Since that descent, 

for the next forty years I toiled to achieve the material goals promised by the secular life – security, 

influence, a loving family, and the admiration of collegues and friends.  

Almost twenty years ago, for reasons I explain below, I began to question my faith in 

secularism, the result of which (in part) is my reason for writing this book. I do not believe I could 

have written it had it not been for the intellectual struggle necessary to reposition my faith from 

worldly materialism to transcendent spiritualism. My return to this faith, I argue, is illustrative of how 

skepticism, encouraged by a life ordered to a deep appreciation of scientific inquiry for its ability to 

shape one’s critical reflection, led me to write a book about a different way to read the story of the first 

seven days of creation, Genesis 1:1-2:3. 

Religious skepticism is a healthy practice. The religious skeptic is to be appreciated because 

convincing him is not a trivial undertaking. Most attempts to convince such people fail, not because 

the arguments are wrong, but because the apologist1 focuses on existential, instead of consequential 

issues. For example, while the acceptance of God’s existence is surely critical for modern, twentieth 

century Western believers. By contrast, the history of God, His motivations, or His existence were 
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largely viewed as unimportant to the biblical authors. Indeed, God’s existence is not even 

contemplated in the first creation story. His existence is simply taken for granted. The biblical 

authors, in sharp contrast to the authors of other creation stories, do not place God in a social, 

historical, or mythical context2. More important to the biblical authors, as revealed by the creation 

story, is the nature of the relationship between God and His creation – the natural world – and that 

relationship is, above all else, enormously consequential. 

The consequential question of God begins with metaphysics3 and ends where metaphysics and 

the real-world intersect. What do I mean by the intersection of metaphysics and the real world? 

Consider the problem of choosing how to discuss the nature of good and evil – how are they defined 

and who sets their criteria? The answer to this question, far from being theoretical, has very real 

consequences. For example, what should parents teach their children about the nature of good and 

evil? Do objective standards exist, or are all moral judgments relative? If they are relative what do we 

teach our children about, say, genocide and under what circumstances, if any, can genocide to be 

considered a moral good? 

The point I would like to make is just this: an understanding of the nature of good and evil, 

while metaphysical, has empirical, and therefore measurable, consequences for our real lives. The 

thesis of this book, in fact, is that a consequential reading of the first creation story reveal two 

important truths necessary for the resolution of the problems that arise when mankind seeks to order 

its life according to abstract metaphysical ideas. The two truths are these: The first creation story … 

1. … assumes [but does not argue for] the existence of a purposeful, willful entity which, by 

virtue of its transcendent authority, establishes the values by which we are to judge good 

and evil.  
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2. …indivisibly connects this transcendent moral authority only to mankind. Where all 

animals and plants, other than man, are governed by nature’s laws, only man is able to 

rise above nature and organize itself independent of, and even against, natural law. 

So, what of this trajectory? What is there in my faith story that motivates (and enables!) me to 

write this book?  

As a teenager I, as so many like me, gradually fell away from God, preferring instead Sunday 

morning sandlot baseball games with friends. Over the course of my youth, religion became irrelevant 

to my life as a teenage male consumed, as I was, by athletics, the pursuit girls beyond my reach, and 

avoidance of homework. While I never consciously rejected my faith, it became largely unimportant. I 

paid it little, if any, attention. 

Once in college I took up the study of science (my ambition was to become a physician). This 

decision was religiously significant because initially the study of science, or more correctly the 

adoption of a scientific world-view, caused me to revisit my neglected faith in the Judeo-Christian 

God and to reject its tenets once and for all. God, as my thinking went, was a mythical construct 

whose imagined existence gave comfort to the ancient Hebrews. At a deeper level, the Jewish God 

may have satisfied their curiosity as to their place in the world. In this, I and my fellow secularists 

argued, the ancient Hebrews were no different than all other ancient cultures. 

At one level, science is a process by which real, objective, measurable phenomena are 

discovered and characterized. Over the course of human history, however, the process has remained 

the same while its ends have not. Today, the ends of science, and mankind’s motivation to support 

scientific activity, have moved from the Greek ideal of the pursuit of knowledge for knowledge’s sake, 

to an overriding focus on improving material life – faster transport, more effective medicines, more 
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abundant energy, and so forth. The achievement of material ends has become the raison d’être of 

science, contra its original purpose. 

As science came to mean a process by which mankind can materially benefit, its emphasis on 

empiricism became paramount. Theoretical reflection took a back seat to data-driven truth. Theory 

was fine, but it could not cure cancer, feed the poor, or bring peace to the world. In today’s hyper-

technical age, where the truths of objective reality lies in their data, the question of God’s existence is 

dismissed out-of-hand. The result of this change has been devastating to religion. When science 

became valued for its material benefits, its way of thinking and looking at problems4 became 

inapplicable to the establishment and inculcation of metaphysical values. Science became the enemy 

of religion because the Judeo-Christian religions all posit a faith ordered to non-materialistic ends – 

goodness, justice, love of neighbor.  

But science, properly understood, is about asking (hypothesis) and answering (testing) 

questions. Its controlling ethic is an open-mind and a willingness to take intellectual risks. Consider 

Star Trek. Mr. Spock may have carried the title “Science Officer”, but he was anything but a scientist. 

He was Gene Roddenberry’s simulacrum of a scientist and like other Hollywood imaginings, 

Roddenberry was completely wrong. Spock was an encyclopedia. He absorbed, and could regurgitate, 

what actual scientists had previously discovered. Unlike trained, professional scientists, Spock 

seldom, if ever, questioned the principles by which he ordered his life. By contrast, even though 

Captain Kirk did not bear a scientific title, he questioned everything and would try anything. Men like 

Captain Kirk are able to contemplate the consequential God. Mr. Spock, unable to look beyond the 

empirical, could not. To the Spock’s of the world, metaphysical concepts, like good and evil, are 

related to material stuff.  
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However, the existential question is the wrong one and believers who attempt to 

argue the validity of their faith on the basis of God’s existence are probably doomed to 

fail. Whether God exists, I argue (and will later show) is a largely useless exercise. 

Theologians cannot prove nor can scientists disprove God’s existence. As such, THE 

BEGINNING only engages the existential question in order to set the context for the 

important questions dealing with the consequences of a faith placed in a willful, 

purposeful, transcendent God. 

Some 30 years ago (and for purely political reasons) I encountered two magazines, 

First Thingsv and Commentaryvi. These magazines, despite their unabashedly religious 

orientation were, like me, politically and socially conservative. Even more surprising, both 

magazines often published exchanges between scholars who profoundly disagreed with 

one another. The former is a monthly magazine whose founding editor, Richard John 

Neuhaus dedicated his considerable talents to advancing the expression of religious 

truths into a secular public square. Its masthead describes the magazine’s publishing 

institution as "an interreligious, nonpartisan research and education institute whose 

purpose is to advance a religiously informed public philosophy for the ordering of 

society." The religiously informed public philosophy of First Things was a politically and 

socially conservative one. Being politically and socially conservative myself, I began to 

wonder how religious faith, and specifically Christianity, had led Fr. Neuhaus -- a man of 

the left during the tumultuous sixties and seventies -- to establish a magazine dedicated to 

advancing a philosophy based on the elevation of life and liberty above that of 

materialism. More importantly, Fr. Neuhaus came to epitomize a life ordered to truths 

higher than mankind’s. Fr. Neuhaus’s political and social path took him from leftist to 
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conservative as he came to understand that the human person flourishes best when at 

liberty to do so.  

The other magazine, so formative of my own understanding of the connection 

between faith and culture, Commentary, is a magazine of opinion, founded sixty-five 

years ago. A magazine that quickly became the flagship of neo-conservatism. But, apart 

from its essays on American politics and culture, Commentary uniquely and unashamedly 

concerns itself with the future of Jews, Judaism, and Jewish culture. Here, too, I had to 

wonder, how does a deep understanding of Jews and Judaism lead to a politically 

conservative philosophy, especially since Jews reliably and monolithically vote for 

Democrats. 

Thus was I introduced into the world of Judeo-Christian religious polemics. The 

disagreements were often profound and consequential. Indeed, as I read the thoughtful 

criticisms advanced by religious believers (many of whom, like their secular companions, 

inhabit the left), I became acquainted with the intellectual world of applied faith. And 

here I encountered the academic world of religion -- Theology and biblical scholarship. 

Where theologians study God’s character, biblical scholars study the Bible. Because the 

God of the Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) is transcendent and 

unknowable, theological reflections are often airy, theoretical, and abstract. One of the 

greatest theologians of all time, St. Thomas Aquinas, included in his magisterial Summa 

Theologica a serious discussion whether angels could inhabit the same physical location. 

Would you like to discover how many angels are able to dance on the head of a pin? Ask a 

theologian. 
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On the other hand, Bible scholars study the Bible. And while theory certainly plays 

a significant part of Bible scholarship, its abstractions are rooted in linguistics, 

archeology, cultural anthropology, and history. The study of the Bible, unlike theology, 

can be studied with the tools of science. I was profoundly attracted to this discipline. 

Unfortunately, it soon became apparent that many of these scholars advanced 

insights that were often based on reading of texts in their original languages, or more 

correctly, in languages that are close approximations of the languages in which the 

original texts were written. It was clear by this time(the late nineties), that I really needed 

to learn biblical Hebrew, the language of the Hebrew Bible.  

As I became more familiar with Biblical Hebrew I was able to appreciate the 

nuances often lost (or more rarely misrepresentedvii) in the various English translations. 

The Bible became for me a document of profound wisdom. The more I read in the Bible’s 

language, especially the first eleven chapters of Genesis, the more I came to the belief that 

its authors were concerned not with history and science but with the wisdom necessary to 

divine the consequential God. I came to realize that understanding the Bible as God’s 

revealed will, means that I needed to be able to distinguish between stories that were 

meant to be read figuratively and those that ought to be read as history. When 

metaphorical texts are read literally its wisdom is necessarily lost.  

This book, then, is my attempt to convey the story of the first seven days of 

creation as its author meant it to be -- a figurative narrative structured as a metaphorical, 

and not so subtle, polemic against the pantheism of the cultures surrounding the ancient 

Hebrews. In so doing, the author establishes the consequential God who creates and 
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directs nature to His ends – ends we cannot know or comprehend. The wisdom accessible 

to those who read the story this way is both enlightening and profound. Sadly, many of 

the doctrines of the Judeo-Christian religions still rely on the assumption that Genesis 

1:1-2:3 constitutes either a historical narrative or a scientifically based story that 

somehow parallels scientific creation. In either case, it is viewed as a narrative whose 

events really happened and largely happened in the way the English words express. 

This book will be unsettling for some. For most Christians (and Jews), I hope to 

persuade you that you diminish God, the creator, by reading the story historically or 

scientifically. For the secularist, on the other hand, I hope to demonstrate that when read 

as a metaphorical representation of a single, transcendent, and willful being – as its 

author meant it to be read – science and the Judeo-Christian God are not mutually 

exclusive. 

Read as it was meant to be read, we will discover support for evolution by natural 

selection, quantum principles, multiverses (multiple universes) and perhaps most 

surprising of all, a God who by design, is neither omniscient nor omnipotent. Finally, for 

those who take the Bible on blind faith, I hope to convince you that your faith is not 

formed in such a way as to advance God’s will to the human community. Believers, 

religious and secular, who do not question their own beliefs are unable to stand against 

those who would persuade you otherwise. Raise your children to believe blindly and you 

serve the enemies of truth. 
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Foreword 

<to be supplied by someone other than the author – hopefully an 

expert in Genesis biblical scholarship> 
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Abbreviations 

BDB F. Brown, S.R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs, Hebrew and English 

Lexicon of the Old Testament 

DSS Dead Sea Scrolls 

GKC Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, ed. E. Kautzsch and trans. A. E. 

Crowley 

LXX Septuagint 

KJV King James Version translation 

LXA Brenton LXX with Apocrypha translation 

NAS New American Standard Bible translation (1977) 

NIV New International Version (1984) 

YLT Young’s Literal Translation (1862/1898) 

RSV Revised Standard Version (1952) 

TNK JPS Tanakh (1985) 

TWOT Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament, Harris, et al 
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Transliteration 

THE BEGINNING uses the BHT transliteration scheme with the 

following exceptions: 

English Hebrew Sound 

ch 
in place of Het (ח) guttural “ch” as in Bach 

kh 
in place of Khaf (כ) guttural “ch” as in Bach 

‘ in place of vocal 

shewa 

A very short ‘uh’ 

tz 
in place of tzade (צ) tz as in Hertz 

ei  ‘a’ as in bay 

i  ‘ee’ as in seen 

o  ‘o’ as in bone 

Example:  

רּוחַ  הֹום ְו י ְת נֵ ל־ְפ  al-p’nei thom vəruach ַע

When a Hebrew word or phrase is embedded in the English text, its transliterated 

representation will immediately follow. From that point only the transliterated 

representation will be used and it will always be italicized. 

http://biblica.free.fr/bibleworks/bwh43h_Codes_BHT.htm
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Introduction 

If you decide to put this book down at the end of the following paragraph, you will 

still have learned one of the most important moral lessons in all of human history: 

The God of the first thirty-five verses of Genesis  is an 
otherworldly creative force, posses sed of will and whose 
creations are to bend to that will . This God, referred to as 

 is neither natural nor part of nature. Elohim ,(Elohim) ֱאֹלִהים
created nature for a purpose whose end we c annot know. But 
this we do know – of all of God’s created life forms, only 
mankind is able, and charged with the obligation, to rule 
over the whole of nature. To this end, Elohim fashions 
mankind in a very special way – as its image. In this way, 
mankind is distinct from other mortal life in that only they 
are able to choose between God’s will and nature’s dictates. 
Where other life forms are constrained  to march to nature’s 
drumbeat, mankind is commanded to march to a differen t 
drummer – the creator God, Elohim. Mankind, possessed of 
God’s moral imagination and able to contemplate his mortal 
fate, is thus equipped and ordained to be God’s vice regent 
and nature’s overlord. 

That’s it. So long. Have a nice day! 

However, if you are intrigued, challenged, or desire more detail, keep reading. To 

make the argument for the special role of mankind as an ethical ruler, THE BEGINNING 

presents the first creation story in its cultural context. Thus, we learn that the first 

creation story, at its literary level constitutes a vigorous polemic against the pantheistic 

polytheism of the cultures that both preceded and were contemporary with the ancient 

Hebrews. As such, the first creation story, correctly understood, is neither history nor 

science. In no sense of the word, does the story of the first seven days of creation 

constitute a scientific or historical account of the origin and nature of our physical, mortal 

world.  
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The cultures of the ancient near east, despite their intellectual and spiritual 

endowments, did not base their views of the universe on the critical use of empirical data. 

They had not yet discovered the principles and methods of disciplined inquiry, critical 

observation or analytical experimentation. Instead, their thinking was concrete, pictorial, 

emotional, and poetic. For example, from the mind-set of the ancient Hebrews came the 

personification of God as a father. The ancient Hebrews came to this view, not because 

God revealed Itself as a male, but rather to make God comprehensible as an authority 

figure. In the patriarchal cultures of the ancient near east, fathers were authoritativeviii. 

God, as the ultimate father, was a metaphorical image of the ultimate moral authority. 

This need not surprise us. These were an ancient people whose daily existence was, 

to paraphrase Rousseau, “nasty, brutal, and short”. Science and factual histories were not 

relevant to the people of the middle- and late- bronze ages. In these times, historical 

reflection often took the form of oral (and later written) stories, expressed in narrative 

prose, song, and poems. And, while these stories may have had a factual basis, their 

importance lay in the metaphorical truths they expressed.  

Over the course of thousands of years, coincident with the advance of technology 

and science, our understanding of nature changed. Our explanations of natural 

phenomena now had an empirical basis. Our need for metaphor and other figurative 

devices to represent natural truths were no longer necessary. At the same time, the 

secular community had come to view human moral failing as largely due to economic 

causes. Solve the economic problems, so the thinking went, and the moral failing will 

disappear. For example, poverty is widely assumed to be the cause of crime. From the 
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secular point of view, this makes perfect sense (as we’ll see later). Cure poverty and all 

will be well. Unfortunately, because the Bible is most often read literally, historically, or 

even scientifically, many religious traditions have also come to adopt this view as wellix. 

The evolution from reading the Bible in its ancient context to that of an historical 

or quasi-scientific document has been profoundly destructive to both biblical faith and 

the sanctity of Holy Scripture. In today’s highly advanced, sociologically and culturally 

aware societies, this kind of literalism has driven young people away from the Church and 

Synagogue – conditioned as they are in a culture that demands critical thinking. The 

secular communities, with little or no knowledge of the Bible, universally attack faith as 

manifestly delusional. With great success, they point to the Bible and claim, “See, these 

people actually believe the earth was made in six days”. 

This need not continue. In the last sixty years the wealth of epigraphic material 

that has been unearthed in the Near East has revolutionized the scholarly approach to 

biblical studies. The Semitic lexicon has been greatly enlarged, completely new features of 

Hebrew grammar and syntax have been uncoveredx and, most important of all, biblical 

literature has been placed in its appropriate cultural setting. The net result has been an 

elucidation of the written word to an extent never before possible. This, together with the 

manuscripts found in Qumranxi among other sites, has led in turn to a more positive re-

evaluation of the general integrity and antiquity of the traditional biblical texts. Moreover, 

some [sensational] archaeological finds, coupled with new techniques of critical analysis, 

have abundantly demonstrated that the Pentateuchal narratives, to be specific, cannot be 

so easily dismissed as fabulist legends. 
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Unfortunately, the response of many in the religious community was to regard 

many of these new findings as a challenge to their faith. There remained no room for the 

play of individual conscience. In not a few cases, the validity of genuine intellectual doubt, 

in its worst expression, cast the doubter as a heretic. By insisting on interpretations and 

doctrines that flagrantly contradicted factual reality, the religious community was seen by 

outsiders as one in which spiritual relevance can be maintained only at the expense of 

factual truths and the stifling of conscience. The devastating effect of all this upon faith, 

when faith was exclusively identified with a literalist approach to Scripture, is now 

obvious. Can it be any wonder that the Bible became desanctified in the eyes of so many 

educated men and women.  

The deadly effects of this approach can be easily seen by discussing the Bible as a 

historical document. In such discussions, it becomes immediately apparent that the 

literature of ancient Israel is not treated with the same seriousness and respect as, say, 

that of ancient Greece. The childish images found in the Bible study materials, imparted 

to Sunday school children everywhere are virtually ineradicable. Any intelligent student 

who studies history, science, literature, or mathematics Monday through Friday and then 

attends Sunday school, confirmation class, or youth group Bible study, cannot but note 

the contrast in in the way the subjects are presented. The secular disciplines are taught in 

a way that demand the exercise of intellect and reason. By contrast, the teaching of the 

truths of the Bible do not demand critical examination. They require memorization and 

unquestioning acceptance. 
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Confronted with the advances in biblical scholarship, many in the religious 

community will often take refuge from modern scholarship by appealing to tradition, 

which is to say medieval authority. The legitimacy of this position as an argument for the 

doctrines of the faith rests on the assumption that the medieval scholars who developed 

these doctrines would have ignored the results of modern scholarship had they been 

available to them. In fact, the medieval scholars made the most of a very limited set of 

tools. They did not have access, obviously, to the disciplines of literary and textual 

criticism or to the modern sciences of anthropology, linguistics, and comparative religion. 

Had they had such tools at their disposal, there is no reason to believe that they wouldn’t 

have used them. Indeed, they most likely would have relished them. 

THE BEGINNING describes the first creation story as it was meant to be 

understood by its ancient audiences and revealed by God. Not as a historical or scientific 

account of creation, but as God’s rather strident polemic against the pantheism and, to a 

lesser extent, polytheism that characterized all other ancient cultures. To accomplish this, 

THE BEGINNING will incorporate much of the latest scholarship, but hopefully in a way 

that is accessible to lay person. In Part I of the book, most footnotes will be used to 

explain or clarify. The use of reference citations will be minimized. Part II of the book, by 

contrast is technical, but not overly so. Much will be made of advances in understanding 

biblical Hebrew, but knowledge of Hebrew is not required. For those not inclined to take 

the book’s claims on faith, citation references are available for further study. 

THE BEGINNING is not a theology book, though it is about the essential character 

of God (a theological claim). Nor is this book intended to evangelize and convert its 
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readers to the Jewish or Christian faiths. To put all my cards on the table, however, I do 

believe that by presenting the creation story as a metaphorical expression of (1) the 

exercise of unitary, authority and (2) mankind’s obligations under that authority, non-

believers will be more receptive to its metaphysical truths. At its most succinct, the Bible 

is a collection of books and essays that seek to convey essential truths about our 

relationship to God and how God expects us to conduct and order our lives. But this book, 

THE BEGINNING, is almost completely about the former and serves to establish 

mankind’s purpose under God. 

Chapter 1 

The God of the first creation story is described as an entity able to create and 

command the natural world. And while nature is biblically depicted as responding to 

God’s commands, the depiction is metaphorical. For example, the claim that apples obey 

the law of gravity is false. Gravity is an inseparable part of nature as is energy in all its 

forms, and matter in all its forms, including apples. Apples, for example, cannot choose to 

obey gravity, nor can they choose to disobey and float free of its effects.  

In any case, nature’s obedience to God is not in view in the first creation story. 

Rather, creation is paramount. In Genesis there are only two instances in which God 

actually creates something directly – light and mankind. On the first day, God creates the 

initial conditions for the expression of physical law and then sets it all in motion (“Let 

light come into being…” – Gen 1:3). Once established, He observes its outcome and 

passes judgment (“And God regarded the light as good” – Gen 1:4). On the sixth day, He 

creates mankind (“So God created mankind…” – Gen 1:27). In all other instances, God 
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separates existing substances, or sets in motion the natural processes necessary to bring 

the desired objects into being. 

The point the author is making – and this has largely been lost in the English 

translations – is that nature is possessed of neither purpose nor will. Nature is not subject 

to command authority. Nature is simply the expression of a particular set of fundamental 

scientific laws established at creation by its creator. Put more simply, God did not imbue 

nature with will and purpose. 

Because nature is without will or purpose, nature cannot understand good and evil. 

Nature does not condemn the male lion who commits infanticide so that his progeny will 

flourish rather than those of his predecessor. Nature neither approves nor disapproves of 

chimpanzee promiscuity, cannibalism, or territorial wars of conquest. Nowhere in the 

biblical text does nature demonstrate grace towards those who run afoul of its laws. 

Nature requires neither kindness, truth telling nor faithfulness. Nature is morally inert. 

Nature is nothing more nor less than the ongoing execution of the fundamental scientific 

law – physics, chemistry, and biology. 

If nature were a computer, then scientific law is its operating system and God is its 

chief architect. Metaphorically, God created the hardware, wrote and installed the 

software, then pressed the <enter> key. 

This view of nature stands in sharp contrast to creation stories of all other ancient 

cultures that surrounded (and in most cases predated) the Genesis view of nature. All 

other cultures, before (or since) believed that the sun, moon, skies, earth and so forth 
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were the physical manifestations of divine beings. Egyptians worshipped the sun god, Ra; 

the earth god, Geb; and the sky goddess, Nut. The ancient Egyptians also personified 

natural processes as gods and goddesses. Isis was the Egyptian goddess of motherhood, 

magic, and fertility. Further to the east, the ancient Babylonians also had a pantheon of 

gods; the two gods from whom all their other gods came were Apsu, the god of fresh water 

and Tiamat, the goddess of salt water.  

In both the Egyptian and Babylonian cosmologies, nature, as personified in these 

gods, was judgmental, often capricious, made war with each other, plotted behind each 

other’s backs, and generally engaged in very humanlike behavior – including, to be sure, 

acts of human-like kindness. In other words, the Egyptians and Babylonians (and the 

other pantheistic cultures) saw nature as animate, conscious, and willful. 

Here lies the first of three great distinctions between the God of Genesis and the 

gods of the surrounding cultures: The gods of all other ancient cultures, not just the 

Egyptians and Babylonians, were not portrayed as transcendent. Their gods created 

objects most often through sexual intercoursexii, but also by war and conquest in which 

their creations arose from the dismembered limbs of those they conquered. In Genesis, 

the gods of the sun and moon did not give birth to the god of the sky. In repudiating the 

necessity of sexual congress or conflict between two or more gods for creation, Genesis 

rejects the necessity for polytheism. The Genesis story neither implies nor requires more 

than one god. Not only does the very first verse of the Bible summarize the entire story, 

but it highlights this first, great distinction. All was created by a single creator God. 



 

~ 24 ~ 

 

The second great distinction is that nature, as portrayed in Genesis, is not 

possessed of will or purpose. Genesis portrays nature as proceeding according to scientific 

principles. In the competing creation stories, nature proceeds according to the will and 

needs of the various gods. In Genesis, God neither guides nor directs the arc of nature’s 

history. In the Bible, nature is secondary; a prop on the the stage in which God and 

mankind play out their roles. 

The third great distinction is seen in the relationship of mankind to its creator. In 

the creation stories of Egypt and Babylonia, for example, mankind exists to serve the 

needs of the gods. For example, in the Enuma Elishxiii, mankind is created in order to free 

the gods from their earthly drudgery. Here is the relevant text from the Enumaxiv: 

The ages passed and Marduk grew tired of hi s labors and so 
sought to create a creature that could serve the gods. So, 
Marduk created a structure from bone, left over from the 
remains of the dead monsters of the great war. Then he 
formed flesh around it and breathed life into it. And Marduk 
called the creature, ‘man’ and man took up residence on the 
earth while the gods ascended to the heavens. Thus, were the 
gods freed from eternal labor 

While both accounts portray mankind as servants, the nature of the servitude is 

qualitatively different. In the Babylonian epic mankind is created by the gods more or less 

as an afterthought. In the Genesis account, by contrast, mankind is seen by many scholars 

as the climax and culmination of God’s creative activity. Only after the creation of 

mankind, the last of His creations, does God cease His activity. Another difference arises 

from the nature of the relationship between mankind and its creator(s). In the Babylonian 

epic, mankind is to provide food for the god. Not so in Genesis. Here, God is described as 

providing food for mankind. 
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In Genesis, mankind is assigned a role that requires it to rule over nature. Even 

though mankind is of nature and in nature – just as are other organisms – mankind is to 

rise above earthly, atavistic impulses, instincts, and desires. To rule, as God would rule, 

requires mankind to set aside concerns of self and focus on the exigencies of ruler ship – 

caretaking, resource management, and contemplation of God’s desires for His creation. 

And this raises a problem: Unlike the gods of Egypt or Babylonia, Genesis does not 

describe mankind has having supernatural powers. The answer seems to be that mankind 

is created as being possessed of an intangible substancexv that permits mankind to sense 

and respond to God’s will. In Genesis, mankind occupies a position parallel to that of the 

gods in the surrounding pantheistic cultures. So, for example, in the Genesis account 

mankind, like the gods in both Enum Elish and Egyptian cosmogonies, rule nature – and 

both are of nature. In this they are alike. But there are two very big differences. First, 

unlike the pantheistic gods, mankind has no supernatural power. He is of nature and is 

thus constrained by nature and scientific principles. Second, where the Babylonian gods 

rule nature according to their will, mankind is to rule nature according to God’s will. 

But the lack of supernatural power presents a problem. If man is a creature of 

nature, how does this substance (the Hebrew word for this substance is tzelem – see 

commentary for Genesis 1:26-27) enable mankind’s ruler ship? As God’s vice regent, 

nature must be guided for God’s purposes, not mankind’s. But how is mankind to discern 

the will of God, a transcendent and otherworldly entity. 

This does not require supernatural powers, but it does require special treatment. 

Of all God’s creations, only mankind is possessed of God’s tzelem. God’s tzelem, it turns 
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out, is an intangible thing that ordains mankind to be nature’s ruler on God’s behalf. 

God’s tzelem permits us to exercise altruism, contemplate our mortality, make moral 

judgments – in short, God’s tzelem is the moral compass by which mankind is able to 

sense God’s will and respond accordingly. 

Our moral compass, enabled by God’s tzelem, is the means by which we are to rise 

above nature. Where our natural inclination is to behave selfishly, God’s tzelem enables 

us to behave selflessly. Through God’s tzelem, we are still part of nature but, by choice, 

can rise above our natural inclinations. If you learn nothing more from the first creation 

story, learn this: mankind is to order its values to God’s values, not those values that are 

natural and, but for God, would render mankind no more important than any other life 

form. It is by this compass that we separate ourselves from Hobbes’s noble savagexvi. 

The Judeo-Christian God is depicted in the first creation story as the cause of 

nature’s behavior – its natural processes. As we will later learn, much of what God 

accomplishes He does so indirectly. For example, He does not cause the seasons. He 

constructs the universe in a way that will permit seasons to come and go. Nor does God 

create vegetation. Rather, He arranges for the earth to accomplish that task. Surprisingly 

– to those who read the Bible in its conventional historical, scientific context – we also 

learn that when God delegates creation to nature, creation proceeds according to natural 

principles, which is to say the familiar scientific laws of physics, chemistry, and biologyxvii. 

This surprising revelation is discussed at some length in Chapter 5. 

In general, most of the stories in the Hebrew Bible are of this nature. Read 

metaphorically, they feature characters whose fates are linked to righteousness. Men 
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triumph because their righteousness (or their faith) pleases God. On the other hand, Men 

fail when they turn away from, or break faith with, God. Moderns like us tend to interpret 

such stories as being about the helplessness of man and the graciousness of God. While 

this is not altogether wrong, the ancients did not hear or read these stories this way. To 

them, man’s righteousness (or apostasy) were the critical factors. Where we would read 

these stories as being about people who needed God to get along, they read and heard 

these stories ethically – that a protagonist’s success or failure depended on the exercise of 

right behavior. There is truth, of course, in both ways of reading these stories. But to 

understand the nature of the truths God meant to reveal in the Holy Scriptures, we ought 

to place the emphasis on the characters involved, not just on God’s providence.xviii 

Honor and ethics were existential issues in the ancient cultures as much as were 

food, water, and shelter. Civilization was emerging and the concerns pertinent to human 

communities from family groups, to tribes, and small settlements dominated their social 

structure. Relationships are the cement holding these communities together. The basis for 

enduring relationships is the practice of ethical behavior expressing those values. These 

virtues determined the vitality of personal, family, and tribal relationships. For example, 

where today the individual is paramount, in ancient days the individual was critically 

dependent on his place in the community for his flourishing. Outcasts did not long 

survive and those who could not “get along” were avoided or, at worst, ostracized.  

The events described in the creation story reflect the exigent virtues of community 

life in the ancient world. In the world-view of the ancient Hebrews, the most important 

values arose from the role they were to play in God’s created order. 
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The first creation story pictures God as not of this universe. God is transcendent 

and unreachable. The very first two verses make this explicit by claiming that "God 

created the heavens and the earth" while standing above or outside the primordial 

substrate. In the second verse we read, (ֱאֹלִהים ְמַרֶחֶפת ַעל־ְפֵני ַהָמִים (Elohim m’rachephet 

al-p’nei hamayim) – and God hovered above the waters. God is pictured in much the 

same way as a film-editor works on a film-strip (This is not to say that the artist is not 

evident in his creation. For example, the identity of many painters can be discerned from 

their artistic styles – Picasso, Cezanne, Van Gogh, or Matisse). This model of 

transcendence is easily understood from the point of view of the artist as the creator. But 

what about the objects that are transcended? 

A good way to understand the properties characteristic of a transcendent entity, is 

to read the delightful book, Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensionsxix. Flatland is a 

two-dimensional world. As the author explains, 

Imagine a vast sheet of paper on which straight Lines, 
Triangles, Squares, Pentagons, Hexagons, and other figures, 
instead of remaining fixed in their places, move freely 
about, on or in the surface, but witho ut the power of rising 
above or sinking below it, very much like shadows...  

While Abbott’s analogy of their world being like a sheet of paper is apt, I like to 

imagine the Flatland world as the surface of a liquid in which its inhabitants live in the 

meniscus (the reasons for a meniscus will become obvious in a few sentences). In a two-

dimensional world, Flatlanders are only able see each other as horizontal lines. For 

example, if Flatlander humans were shaped as circles, when Bob looked at Jim, he would 

see a straight line. To appreciate this effect, lay a hula-hoop on a table. Stoop down to the 



 

~ 29 ~ 

 

level of the table and look at the hula-hoop from the horizontal perspective and it will 

appear as a single, horizontal line. If you circle the table, always remaining at eye-level 

with the table’s surface, the hula-hoop’s length does not change. To see the Hula-hoop as 

anything other than a line, you must rise above (or descend below) the table, something 

the Flatlanders are dimensionally constrained from doing. Flatlander humans, though 

two-dimensional circles, always appear to each other as straight lines.  

Now, suppose the flatlanders believed their world was created by a god that lived in 

a universe of three spatial dimensions (like ours). Since this god lives in a three-

dimensional universe, he will have a three-dimensional shape -- let’s say this god is 

spherical -- like a beach ball. If the three-dimensional creator-god decided to enter into 

Flatland and interact with the circular humans what might he look like?  

Here is where imagining Flatland to be the meniscus of a liquid comes in handy. 

When the spherical god enters Flatland, like a beach ball floating in a pool, the 

Flatlanders are only able to see their god where his body, the beach ball shape, intersects 

the meniscus. In other words, they would only see the two-dimensional line of their three-

dimensional, beach-ball shaped god. To them, their god would be indistinguishable from 

a normal, circular human. Moreover, even the very best Flatlander scientists would be 

unable to determine otherwise because they and their instruments are also two-

dimensional and thus restricted to detecting phenomena in two dimensions. I will return 

to this analogy later when I discuss what the biblical author meant by mankind being 

created in the image of God. For now, the point simply is this:  

A transcendent object cannot be physically detected as 
transcendent by the transcended!  
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Returning to our three dimensional world, we see why science can never discern 

the “physical” God -- even if God entered into the world He created. To mankind 

generally, and scientists specifically, the creator God would appear as a three-dimensional 

something. His divinity -- which is to say His transcendence -- could not be discerned 

because, like the flatlanders attempting look “down” on a Hula-hoop, scientists cannot get 

outside to look in.  

Of course, this has profound implications for Christians who believe that God will 

one day re-enter our world at the eschaton. Even then, in the absence of demonstrative 

proof to the contrary, we mortals will be unable to know Him as anything other than 

another human being. Moreover, the exercise of His divine power will be similarly 

constrained by the natural laws of science -- even though He established those laws in the 

first place. For God to violate any of these laws would be tantamount to corrupting the 

universe He created and that we have come to know. 

Thus, the puzzle that is God is much more profound than mere existence. Its key 

lies in the understanding that the objective existence of God is largely secondary to the 

observation that people believe He exists. His existence, whether objectively true or false, 

is irrelevant because He is not of this world. What is relevant is that He is manifest to His 

believers and the effect of their belief has (and has had) a profound impact on the shape 

of human life. In other words, the effects of faith can be observed, experienced, studied, 

and its conflicts resolved irrespective of whether God exists. You might want to think of 

this as a rather strained analog of Descartes’ famous argument for existence, Cogito ergo 

sum (I think therefore I am). In this case, the phrase might be "I believe in God, therefore 
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He is". But, as I’ve tried to point out, whether "He is" is not important. What is important 

is "I believe".  

To be more practical, we don’t have to use imaginary two-dimensional worlds to 

understand why arguments over the existence of God are, by and large irrelevant. The 

institution of marriage, for example, is analogous to [the institution of] God. Like a couple 

entering into a state of marriage, people enter into a state of faith. In both cases, the state 

is defined by a set of reciprocal obligations. In marriage, the obligations are between two 

spouses. In the Judeo-Christian traditions, the obligations are between the believers and 

God. 

What may surprise you is that marriage, like God, is abstract. Marriage cannot be 

felt, smelled, heard, tasted, or addressed. Rather, marriage is defined by the obligations 

imposed on both spouses (i.e., a marriage contract written or implied). This ought to be 

familiar to scientists. In their world, such phenomena are said to be defined 

‘operationally’. In other words, worldly phenomena are discerned by how they interact 

with their surroundings. Relating to the Flatlander analogy above, marriage obligations, 

like the three dimensional beach-ball god, intersect the metaphysical plane and so 

constitute the concrete, physical reality of the abstraction we call marriage. 

Another way to better understand the idea of abstractions is to examine 

phenomena that are empirically defined. Consider the cow. I do not require a higher 

abstraction to know a cow when I see one. Cows are not defined by how they behave. 

Cows are an objective reality that can be distinguished, for example, from mosquitoes. 

Cows can be felt, touched, smelled, eaten, and milked. This is the nature of empirical 
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truth. In general, science is only able to concern itself with the concrete, empirical world. 

If a phenomenon leaves no empirical trace it cannot be discovered, much less examined, 

by science.  

Through science we can describe not only cows, but all physical substances in 

unambiguously objective terms. Empirical truth is of enormous consequence and 

importance. Using the scientific method, scientists can dig ever deeper into physical 

reality enabling them to discover, describe, and measure phenomena in ever more 

concrete, objective ways. 

Technically, the distinction between how science views God and how theology 

understands God is epistemological. By way of explanation, the discipline of epistemology 

involves the study of the limits of different areas of knowledge. In epistemological terms, 

science is limited to the knowledge of the physical, material world and, more specifically, 

that which can be measured. Thus, any phenomena or substance that can be empirically 

understood is within the proper scope of science. But, as I’ve argued and as the first 

creation story has asserted, God is not of our physical, material world. God can only be 

understood operationally -- by what happens because of His [putative] existence. Science 

(and scientists), therefore, have no more or less credibility than non-scientists when 

asserting claims about the objective existence of God. When secularists, in the name of 

science argue for or against the existence of the God of Genesis you may legitimately 

dismiss them on purely epistemological grounds. 

By contrast, metaphysics is the study of philosophical abstractions outside of 

objective experience. Epistemology properly constrains philosophers, and more 
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specifically theologians, from making scientific, that is to say objective claims. Indeed, 

theological claims for God’s objective existence are as absurd as scientific claims that God 

does not exist. At the end of the day, this God is a figment of faith. The plain truth of the 

matter is that God can never be found to exist in this universe for the simple reason that 

He is not part of it. 

Finally, I do not claim that God is not real. I simply take the Bible at its word that 

God is transcendent and therefore cannot be detected by any empirical means. Can He 

manifest Himself? I believe so, but not as God. Just as the flatlanders cannot see the 

three-dimensional, beach-ball shaped God as anything other than a circle, the God of the 

first creation story cannot be observed as anything other than a human, His imagexx.  

A creator determines the look, feel, and behavior of his creations. In other words, 

the creator exercises authority over his creation. Whether the creation is a motion picture, 

a painting, or a corporation the creator exerts control over its final form. For example, 

were the founders of a company to establish high customer satisfaction as the company’s 

highest corporate value, the company’s employees are obligated to organize and conduct 

their business activities in ways that will maximize customer satisfaction. Other 

employees such as secretaries, mid-level managers, and janitors who did not create the 

company and so have a limited role in establishing corporate values and, therefore, do not 

determine corporate behavior. We see from this example, that the acceptance of a value is 

contingent on the authority of the entity establishing that value.  

Moral values, like any other set of values, are similarly contingent. Thus, when 

reflecting on moral values we first ask, what is the authority behind the values. Why 
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should we adopt this value instead of that one? For the secularist, one source of moral 

values is culture. Another source is family. Yet another source might be personal 

reflection. But, no matter what their source, to the secularist, moral relativism must 

govern his judgments of what constitutes good and evil. This arises from the secular 

principle that no universal, objective moral standard exists by which such values can be 

judged. In other words, no overriding moral authority exists, nor can exist, in the secular 

culture. 

In general, moral conflicts -- arguments over what acts are evil and what acts are 

good -- cannot be resolved except by force or persuasion. Seeking to avoid conflict, many 

moral relativists will often argue that we ought to tolerate moral differences. They are 

wrong. Tolerance does not resolve moral conflict. Tolerance simply ignores the conflict, in 

effect countenancing immorality and ultimately accepting it. Of course, in the real world, 

some moral differences are insignificant while others are of profound importance. 

Jews and Christians believe that ultimate moral authority resides in a single, 

creator God. This moral authority is absolute and arises from God’s transcendence. Thus, 

the first three verses in the Bible are arguably the most important moral statement in all 

of the Judeo-Christian religions. In these verses, the author depicts God as apart from, 

and transcendent over, His creation. As the author writes, vəruach Elohim m’rachephet 

al-p’nei hammayim (and the spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters). Here, God 

is revealed as apart from and above the primordial substrate from which He forms the 

universe. As such, His authority arises from creation and transcends all of mortal 

creation. Because He is transcendent, God can only be known to mankind through His 
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will as revealed in the text of the Bible. Theologically, this manner of understanding God 

is called ethical monotheism because our understanding of God arises from His creative 

authority, that is to say, His moral authority. 

More specifically, because God created and shaped this universe, and because 

mankind is part of that creation, our behavior is subject to His authority. Hence, we 

choose not to murder because the value God places upon human life is expressed both 

ethically (Exodus 20:13, Deuteronomy 5:17) and morally. For example, the link between 

the authority of God and the value of human life is found in Genesis 9:6b where the 

author writes "...for in his Own Image God made mankind." In this simple phrase, we 

learn that God’s authority to issue such edicts arises from the creative activity of a 

transcendent being. Sometimes the economy of Biblical expression is beyond words. 

On the other hand, for the secularist, moral values are not transcendent and 

therefore relative. No objective standard exists by which one culture’s morality can be 

judged relative to another’s. This has an interesting side effect. Where transcendent 

moral judgments are precluded, immorality must arise from material causes. Why? 

Because the moral relativist lives in a material world. Materialism is the only rack 

available to the secularist upon which he may hang his hat. In their view, moral 

abstractions such as good and evil must arise from changes in one’s material 

circumstance. Rousseau is the most famous champion of this view. As he put it, the 

human person is basically good but is corrupted by external influences. Adultery is 

explained by something lacking in a marriage relationship. Theft is explained by poverty. 

Racism is explained by ignorance. War is explained by the pursuit of power. In the secular 
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world none of these immoral behaviors is thought to arise from the inability to control 

one’s inherent lusts: the adulterer his desire for sexual release, the thief his greed, the 

racist his arrogance, and the king his desire to conquer. Self-control, as expressed in the 

ability to control one’s natural inclinations, is not a moral virtue in the secularist’s moral 

imagination. 

Therefore, because moral behavior is judged against material criteria, moral 

failings are seen as economic problems for which only economic solutions are permitted. 

In general, the secularist imagines moral perfection as achieved by utopias in which all 

external influences are equalized. Typically, these utopias take the form of material 

redistribution. It is noteworthy to observe that from this thinking, over a hundred million 

men, women, and children were murdered in the name of a materialistic economic system 

– Communism. It’s no accident that Marx, one of its co-founders, believed the biggest 

obstacle to the success of communism was religion -- the belief in a transcendent God 

who demands ethical behavior no matter what a person’s material circumstance. 

Dostoevsky put it best when he wrote, "If there is no god, all is permitted." Indeed, 

the greatest mass murderers in all of recorded history were secular, which is to say, they 

perpetrated unimaginable evil in the name of their own material advancement be it 

political, social, economic, or some combination thereof. In the first chapter we learned of 

Sir Bertrand Russell’s difficulty in dealing with moral relativism. Let’s look again at what 

he wrote, 

I cannot see how to refute the arguments for the 
subjectivity of ethical values, but I find myself incapable 
of believing that all that is wrong with wanton cruelty is 
that I don’t like it 
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Now, Russell was inarguably a sophisticated thinker, highly intelligent, and very 

well educated. But like all materialists, he was a moral simpleton. At the end of WWII, 

Russell advocated the preemptive and unilateral bombing of the USSR with nuclear 

weapons – an act of war tantamount to genocide. But then, when the USSR achieved 

nuclear parity, he advocated unilateral disarmament.  

Secularists, like Russell or his contemporaries like Christopher Hitchens, often cite 

the Spanish Inquisition as illustrative of the depravity of God. But this claim is absurd. 

Jews and Christians do not claim that a belief in God makes one righteous. Rather, Jews 

and Christians worship a God who knows that “the heart of man is evil from his youth” 

 and, accordingly will hold accountable (leiv ha’adam ra minurav – ֵלב ָהָאָדם ַרע ִמְּנֻעָריו)

those that do evilxxi. Therefore, unlike secularists who order their lives to the gods of 

materialism, Jews and Christians bow to a transcendent moral authority who dictates 

what is good and just. They do this because of divine accountability. 

Thus, Jews and Christians look back on the perpetrators of evil done in the name 

of God and tremble. Jews and Christians try to be good, just, and merciful in this life 

despite their natural instincts. When a Jew or Christian violates God’s moral order, he 

cannot appeal to his material circumstances or the influences of a bad parent, poor 

schooling, or any number of other worldly excuses. He must stand before God, confess, 

repent, and promise not to do it again. There are no excuses before God, only repentance. 

In a world without a transcendent moral authority, the genocides of Stalin and 

Mao Tse Tungxxii cannot be certified as evil. Indeed, in world in which mortal man 

establishes morality, who is to say that Hitler’s morality has greater authority than, say, 
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President Roosevelt? On the basis of whose morality could one constrain the eugenic 

impulses of Hitler? To make this point more concrete, consider Prof. Peter Singer who 

asserts that killing one’s child, provided the baby is less than thirty-days old, is 

completely moral because babies are not yet fully humanxxiii! From a secular perspective I 

can disagree with Prof. Singer, but I cannot claim that killing a newly born infant is 

immoral unless I assert that my moral authority is greater than his. 

In the story of the first seven days of creation Genesis 1:26-27 claims that all of 

mankind are created in exactly the same way, for the same reasons, and have identical 

worth in God’s view (see also Genesis 9:6). Thus, to diminish any person’s standing is to 

violate God’s created order. In order for the Peter Singers (and the Hitler’s and Stalin’s 

and Mao’s) of the world to do what they want, they must first claim that God does not 

exist. G.K. Chesterton may have had people like Prof. Singer in mind when he wrote,  

When people stop believing in God, they don ’t believe in 
nothing – they believe in anything. 

It’s interesting to note that all of the great moral movements throughout history 

have been led by people of the Judeo-Christian faiths. It was Christians who founded and 

led the abolitionist movements in America and Europe. Woman’s suffrage was a Christian 

inspired movement. Equality before the law is a Jewish invention (see Lev 24:19). When 

Martin Luther King marched through the streets of Selma, he was linked arm-in-arm with 

Abraham J. Heschel and Richard J. Neuhaus. The presence of a transcendent, willful, and 

ethically demanding authority serves first as a brake on mankind’s natural inclinations 

and second, as a force for positive good in the world. No secular movement or faith-

tradition can make such a claim.  
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Pascal once said that the dying man does not look to the god of materialism. When 

such a man is on his death bed, ravaged by multiple myeloma, and his physicians have 

done all they can, he is confronted with the emptiness of no hope. When the pain his 

morphine drip is unable to suppress presses in on him at two o’clock in the morning, the 

spirituality of materialism can offer no hope. Such a man, deep in the throes of mortal 

agony and facing the abyss, profoundly wishes for what faith promises. And he is right to 

do so. The dying man is the true man, in the sense of being someone who reveals to us 

what we essentially are – on our death bed from the day we were born. At the end of our 

lives, materialism offers no hope and so the dying man wishes in his soul for nothing less 

than the God of Genesis. 

However, the need for God goes beyond the questionable promise of salvation and 

eternal life. In the limited scope of the creation story, the truths of eternal life and 

salvation are not addressed, much less revealed; so there is little comfort here for the man 

on his death bed. Rather, the creation week is about the declaration and establishment of 

transcendent ethical and moral authority over a mortal world. This is an authority, as you 

will learn in this book, that is largely unconcerned with the mechanisms of science that 

the scientists, the priests of materialism, and those whose put their faith in science choose 

to worship. 
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Chapter 2 

There are at least two reasons that explain why, for many people, English 

translations of the Hebrew Bible (a.k.a. the Old Testament) present substantial 

impediments to understanding: First, the English rendering of the ancient Hebrew, its 

original language, often seems stilted and awkward no matter which translation one 

reads; translated into English, its sentences can seem convoluted, repetitive, run-on, or 

open-ended. The narratives often surprise the reader by introducing new characters with 

little or no introduction, whose names are pronounced only with some difficulty, along 

with information not seemingly related to the story. Finally, the various English versions 

often contradict each other – even over fundamental meanings. For example, some 

English Bibles claim that the heavens and the earth were created from nothing and others 

flatly claim that the world existed as a primordial substrate when God began His creative 

work. Alas, without one or more Bible commentaries at hand, the English text of the 

Hebrew Bible can be confusing at best to most of us. 

Second, Jews and Christians believe the Hebrew Bible to be authoritative. One of 

the consequences of reading an authoritative text is that we take its claims and 

consequences seriously. Sadly, because we take the text seriously, agreement among its 

many readers is understandably more difficult to achieve. For example, while we may 

certainly argue over the truths expressed in, say, Herman Melville’s “Moby Dick”, our 

disagreements have little consequence. Maybe we get a ‘B’ instead of an ‘A’ in Mrs. 

Schultz’s English class. On the other hand, arguments over the meaning of the First 

Amendment to the Constitution of the United States can, and sometimes do, end up in 

court. Surely, the many numbers of Jewish and Christian traditions, all of whom claim the 
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Bible as authoritative, are emblematic of the difficulty encountered when trying to 

understand a book whose texts are meant to order the lives of its readers. 

The first difficulty, the cumbersome and confusing text, can be traced to the 

differences in culture and world-view between an ancient oriental, bronze-age people and 

us – people of the contemporary West. The authors of the Old Testament were of a 

culture whose world-view was qualitatively different than those of our modern, western 

culture. Their language, reflecting this world view, is not easily translated into English – if 

only because ancient Hebrew died out at least a thousand years before English even began 

to evolve.  

The credibility of our English translations therefore rests on an assumption that 

the ancient texts have been accurately conveyed to us across thousands of years. This 

assumption is not warranted. Dr. Joel M. Hoffman summarizes the problem well: 

Like medieval scholars trying to understand Egypt without 
carbon dating, or a doctor two hundred years ago trying to 
fathom the Black Plague, Bible translators t hroughout most 
of history have been working blind, struggling —though of 
course they did not know it—without the numerous benefits of 
twenty-first century knowledge.  

The Hebrew Bible has been translated into virtually every language on earth. There 

was even an attempt to offer a Klingon version. But what many of us do not realize is that 

the Hebrew Bible of today dates back only to about 1000 C.E. and comes from a 

manuscript called the Leningrad Codex. The Codex is translated from two sources: A 

Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible (the Septuagint) dating to about three-hundred 

B.C.E, and the so-called Masoretic Text dating back to the ninth century CE. Sadly, the 

Hebrew scrolls from which the Septuagint was translated have never been found. The 
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second source, the Masoretic Text was created, copied, edited, and distributed by a group 

of Jews known as the Masoretes between the seventh and tenth centuries CE. 

Complicating this genealogy, the authors of the Septuagint and the authors of the 

Masoretic texts most likely used different sources. This is especially evident in the books 

of Jeremiah and Job where the Septuagint is much shorter than its counterparts in the 

Masoretic text. In addition, its chapter ordering is different. 

Within the last fifty to sixty years, enormous progress has been made in 

understanding the ancient Hebrew language – especially since the discovery of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls. Today, scholars have a much deeper and broader understanding of the 

languages, customs, daily lives, and religious practices of the cultures of the ancient near 

east. Compared with the knowledge scholars can marshal to understand biblical concepts, 

the medieval scholars who wrote some of the most enduring versions of the Scripture 

were, as Joel Hoffman suggests, working blind. 

In spite of these shortcomings, most Jews and Christians hold the truths of their 

beliefs to be rooted in the biblical texts. Interestingly, where Jews revere the ancient 

Hebrew, Christians by and large ignore it, assuming that the English translations with 

which they are familiar accurately convey the meaning of God’s divine revelations. 

Illustrative of this point, is a saying, commonly attributed to Miriam “Ma” Ferguson, the 

first female governor of Texas (1925), when she claimed, “If English was good enough for 

Jesus Christ,” she said, “it ought to be good enough for the children of Texas.”xxiv 

The problem is that no English Bible exists that translates the ancient Greek and 

Hebrew correctly all the time. Some are much better than others and others are just 
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appalling. There are two reasons for this. First, there are words, phrases, and 

constructions in the ancient languages of the Bible that are simply untranslatable using 

existing knowledge and tools – even the most modern. Second, most commercial Bibles 

reflect the work of committees of scholars. In other words, the translations express the 

lowest common denominator necessary for consensus. 

Complete Translation - Genesis 1:1-2:4a 

In this chapter we finally get to the heart of the book, the actual translation of 

Genesis 1:1-2:3, the story of the first seven days of creation.  

Translation Notes 

The left column contains some brief, explanatory comments. The right-hand 

column contains my English translation of the Hebrew text. In general, I tried to use what 

is called a functional equivalence (also called dynamic equivalence) method. Translations 

of this kind give priority to the thought behind the text over that of the literal words. For 

example, functional equivalence is the method used by U.N. translators to render speech 

in real-time – as the speaker talks – and express thoughts in the language of the 

particular listener. The intent is to articulate the idea the author (or speaker) means to 

convey. For example, suppose my four-year old came in the house muddy from head to 

foot and I said, “Mary, you go right upstairs and get in the tub.” If Mary carries out my 

instructions literally, she will go upstairs and … stand in the tub! If Mary translates my 

command using functional equivalence, she will clean up by taking a bath. I believe this is 

how the author(s) of the Holy Scriptures meant their words to be understood – not 

literally, but functionally. 
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Finally, the following chapters of the book constitute a detailed, line-by-line 

explanation of the Hebrew text of the first creation story. 

The First Day (Gen 1:1-5) 

When the story opens, the 

spirit (ruach -- also 

meaning breath or wind) 

of God is hovering over a 

primordial substrate -- a 

substance without form (a 

gas or liquid). The 

world, as the author 

informs us, was already 

in existence though not 

yet in a form we would 

recognize. Then, God 

initiates His first 

creative act, the 

creation of light and the 

naming of light and dark. 

Note: The Hebrew text 

shows that God assigns 

names by directing His 

speech to the object and 

calling out its name. 

When God first created the heavens 

and the earth, the earth had been 

formless and void; and darkness was 

over the surface of the abyss and the 

spirit of God hovered over its 

waters. Then God said, "Let light 

come into being." And light came into 

being. And God regarded the light as 

good, so He caused the light to 

alternate with the darkness. Then God 

faced the light and announced, 

"day!". And, facing the darkness, He 

announced, "night!". And there was 

evening and there was morning - a 

first day. 

The Second Day (Gen 1:6-

8) 

The "waters above" refer 

to rain from the sky, 

whereas the "waters 

below" are the 

terrestrial waters. At 

this point, the world 

consists only of clouds 

above and an endless sea 

of water. Dry land does 

not yet exist. 

And God said, "Let there be an 

expanse in the midst of the waters 

separating water from water. And God 

made the expanse such that the waters 

below were separated from the waters 

above. And it was so. And God faced 

the expanse and proclaimed, "skies". 

And it was evening and it was 

morning, a second day. 

The Third Day (Gen 1:9-

13) 

Dry land now comes into 

view but only after God 

commands the waters to 

move aside. In other 

words, soil was already 

in existence but was not 

visible because of the 

covering waters. 

Life, in the form of 

vegetation, appears on 

And God said to the waters, "Collect 

yourselves from below the skies into 

one place that the dry ground may 

appear." And it was so. And God 

called-out to the dry land, "Earth". 

And to the collection of waters He 

called-out, "Seas". And God saw that 

was good. And God said: ‘May the 

earth, on its own, produce 

vegetation, herbs yielding seed after 

its kind, and fruit-trees bearing 

fruit continuously upon the earth, 
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this day, but in a very 

special way. God does not 

create plant life 

directly. Here we read 

that God commands the 

earth to create the life. 

In stark contrast to the 

creation myths of the 

surrounding cultures, 

nature is not possessed 

of will and does not make 

choices. In the view of 

the ancient Hebrews, 

nature is inanimate and 

operates under forces 

beyond its control (i.e., 

natural, physical law – 

physics, chemistry, 

biology). 

after its kind, containing its 

seeds.’ And it was so – the earth, on 

its own, brought forth vegetation - 

herbs yielding seed after its kind, 

and trees bearing fruit but only in 

season with seeds after its kind; and 

God saw that was good. And there was 

evening, and there was morning. A 

third day. 

The Fourth Day (Gen 1:14-

19) 

The fourth day is a 

continuation of the 

revelation that nature is 

inanimate and not 

willful. Here, as in the 

previous day, God enables 

nature to distribute 

itself throughout the 

expanse.  

Notice also that God does 

not name the sun, the 

moon, or the skies. The 

cultures surrounding the 

ancient Hebrews all named 

these entities because 

they were viewed as gods. 

To the author, they were 

lifeless objects – part 

of the natural world.  

And God said, "Let there be lights in 

the expanse of the skies distributed 

between the night and the day. And 

they will serve as signs and for 

seasons, and for days and for years. 

And they will serve as lights in the 

expanse of the skies shining on the 

earth. And it was so. Then God made 

two great lights - the big light for 

ruling the day and the small light 

and the stars for ruling the night. 

And God set them in the expanse of 

the skies to shine on the earth and 

to rule over the day and the night as 

well as to separate the light from 

the dark. And God saw that was good. 

And there was evening and there was 

morning, a fourth day. 

The Fifth Day (Gen 1:20-

23) 

A lot of theology is 

packed into this day. 

First, unlike the 

creation of plants on the 

day before, God creates 

these creatures directly 

(vayivra - "and He 

created").  

Second, the life created 

on this day is described 

as nephesh chayah – 

And God said, “Let the waters swarm 

with living creatures. And let flying 

creatures soar above the earth across 

the expanse of the skies”. And so God 

created the great sea monsters, and 

every creeping living thing that 

swarms [in] the water according to 

its kind, and every winged flying 

creature according to its kind. And 

God saw it was good. And God blessed 

them, saying, “Be fruitful and 

multiply and fill the waters in the 

seas, and let birds multiply on the 
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animate life (the ancient 

Hebrews did not view 

plant life as animate). 

Third and somewhat 

mysteriously, God creates 

the “great sea monsters”. 

Many (most?) scholars 

view this as a reference 

to the sea goddess, 

Tiamat, again suggesting 

that that the pagan gods 

are mortal and 

subservient to God. 

Fourth this day 

introduces a new concept, 

varekh (to bless). In 

this case, blessing is 

associated with God’s 

wish for them to be 

reproductively fruitful. 

earth. And there was evening and 

there was morning, a fifth day. 

The Sixth Day (Gen 1:24-

31) 

In the previous day, God 

created the animals of 

the water and of the air. 

Moreover, the text shows 

God as making them 

directly – with His own 

hand. Curiously, this is 

not the case with 

terrestrial animals. 

Rather, God allows the 

land animals to be 

produced naturally, like 

the vegetation... 

God makes mankind, but 

the creation of mankind 

is curious for two unique 

reasons: First, God 

announces His intention 

and second He describes 

the purpose for which 

mankind is to be created. 

 In verses 26 & 27, God 

famously creates the 

human. But, note that the 

human is created in two 

steps, not one. First, 

the human (a collective 

noun, like ‘herd’) is 

created and its creation 

is emphasized by a 

chiasticxxv structure. 

And God said, "Let the earth, on its 

own, bring forth living creatures of 

every kind: cattle and creeping 

things and wild animals of the earth 

of every kind." And it was so. Thus, 

did God make the wild animals of the 

earth of every kind, and domesticated 

beasts of every kind, and everything 

that creeps upon the ground of every 

kind. And God saw that it was good. 

Then God said, "Let us make humankind 

as our image, according to our 

likeness; that they may rule over the 

fish of the sea, and over the birds 

of the air, and over the cattle, and 

over all the wild animals of the 

earth, and over every creeping thing 

that creeps upon the earth." 

So God created humankind as His 

image. 

As the image of God He created it. 

Male and female He created them 

And God blessed them. Then God said 

to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, 

and fill the earth and subdue it; and 

rule over the fish of the sea and 

over the birds of the air and over 

every living thing that moves upon 

the earth."  

God said, "See, I have given you 

every plant yielding seed that is 
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Subsequently, the human 

is separated into the 

male and female genders.  

The author carefully 

distinguishes between the 

creation of humankind 

(‘it’) from the creation 

of the two genders 

(‘them’). This implies, 

but is not conclusive, 

that God’s image may 

apply only to the non-

sexual component of man. 

This implication would be 

consistent with the 

biblical view of God as 

asexual. 

upon the face of all the earth, and 

every tree with seed in its fruit; 

you shall have them for food. And to 

every beast of the earth, and to 

every bird of the air, and to 

everything that creeps on the earth, 

everything that has the breath of 

life, I have given every green plant 

for food." And it was so. 

God saw all that had been made and 

behold, it was very good. And there 

was evening and there was morning, 

the sixth day. 

The Seventh Day (Gen 

1:31-2:3) 

The Hebrew word, shavat, 

often translated as rest, 

in this form means 

stopped or ceased. While 

the gods of the Enuma 

Elish required rest, not 

so the God of Genesis 

Thus the heavens and the earth were 

finished, and all their multitude. 

And on the seventh day God finished 

the work that he had done, and He 

ceased on the seventh day from all 

the work that he had done. Then God 

blessed the seventh day and hallowed 

it, because on it God ceased from all 

the work that he had done in 

creation. 
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Commentary 

The First Day   

Synopsis: 

This is the first of six events, not time periods, marking the creation of the physical 

world. This first event is characterized by the creation of light that illuminates a 

preexisting1) primordial substrate. By representing the creation as a series of seven 

sequential, linear, non-repeating events in space, the author lays the groundwork for the 

establishment of ethical monotheism – a radical departure from other competing 

cosmologies. 

Translation 

When God first created the heavens and the earth,  the earth 
had been formless and void; and darkness was over the 
surface of the abyss an d the spirit of God hovered  over its 
waters. Then God said, "Let light come into being." And 
light came to be. And God regarded the light as good so He 
caused the light to alternate with the darkness. Then God 
faced the light and announced, "day". And, facing the 
darkness, He announced, "night". And there was evening and 
there was morning - a first day. 

In this chapter, perhaps the most significant five verses in all of the Bible, we 

encounter four extraordinarily important ideas: The first is the characterization of God as 

a transcendent and otherworldly being. The second centers on the question of whether 

the author reveals the universe as having been created from nothing (creatio ex nihilo) or 

from something (creation ex materia). The third involves the mysterious distinction 

between divine creation and material or worldly creation. The fourth idea is the 

representation of God as a being able to judge the appropriateness of His created works. 

Of these four ideas, the story sets the stage for a discussion of the nature of God, the 
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concept of divine omnipotence, and correspondence between the events biblical creation 

and those accepted by science.  

All in all, the significance of these four constitute a significant part of the bedrock 

theological support of all of the Judeo-Christian religious traditions. 

God,  t he  transcendent :  

The concept of a transcendent, authoritative God arises from two literary 

observations: First, God is pictured as separate and distinct from what He creates. 

Second, the creator exerts creative license in determining the nature of the created. The 

first heralds the creator as transcendent and the second grounds the authority in the 

creator. In the pantheistic cultures surrounding the ancient Hebrews, the gods were part 

of nature and were subject to nature’s laws. They suffered hunger, engaged in sex with 

each other and their creations, and built homes to protect themselves from the elements. 

While they held power and often creative authority over mankind, they were not 

transcendent. The pantheistic gods suffered and benefited from the same elements as did 

their creations. 

By contrast, the God of Genesis is not described as natural. He is altogether 

supernatural. The God of Genesis created nature but does not dwell in nature. Not only 

does He not experience but He is not subject to nature. He transcends nature. Bruce 

Gordon hints at this when he writes, 

“When we further reflect on the nature of the cause that 
brought the universe into existence, it is evident that it 
must be transcendent in nature. Space-time and mass-energy 
do not conceptually entail any principle of self -causation, 
so prior to the existence of all  space, time, matter, and 
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energy there was no universe to be described, and hence no 
physical laws or initial conditions that could have played a 
role in its genesis. Instead, space -time and mass-energy 
came into existence out of nothing, so a transcendent  
immaterial cause must have acted.”  xxvi 

Gordon’s statement is in partial response to Stephen Hawking’s famous question, 

“What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to 

describe?” 

Indeed! 

We conclude from Genesis 1:1 that God, by virtue of creating and shaping “the 

heavens and the earth” (i.e., naturexxvii), is the cause of all things. In a rather famous 

exchange between Dr. Stephen Barr and Dr. Lawrence Kraussxxviii (both particle physicists 

where the former is Catholic and the latter is an atheist) on the nature of faith in the God 

of Genesis. For Dr. Krauss religion is about miracles, and miracles are about magic, and 

magic is only found in fantasy worlds. Belief in magic stands in opposition to the world 

revealed by science and intelligible through reason and governed by natural, physical 

laws. Therefore, argues Dr. Krauss, belief in God is akin to a belief in magic practiced by a 

supernatural magician. 

Here, Dr. Krauss makes assumptions about the God of Genesis that are 

unwarranted. For example, the first creation story is not about miracles and magic. It is 

about order both spatial and temporal and has always been thus. For example, the second 

century Christian writer Minucius Felix offered this argument: 

If upon entering some home  you saw that everything there was 
well-tended, neat, and decorative, you would believe that 
some master was in charge of it, and that he was himself 
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much superior to those good things. So too in the home of 
this world, when you see providence, order, and law in the 
heavens and on earth, believe that there is a Lord and 
Author of the universe, more beautiful than the stars 
themselves and the various parts of the whole world.  

The question Christian apologists need to address (and have) is not the existence of 

magic, but the probability that the order we observe in our universe could arise either (1) 

without cause or (2) by random chance. A question to which we now turn. 

The Univers e :  Something from N othing?  

This question arises from the historical ambiguity of the Bible’s Hebrew grammar. 

In most traditional English Bibles, the English translations reflect this ambiguity. For 

example, in the text below, typical of almost all English Bibles, the first two verses are 

manife1stly ambiguous: 

1In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth, 2and 
the earth was formless and void and darkness covered the 
face of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over 
the waters. 

This can be interpreted in either of two mutually exclusive waysxxix. Either the 

universe was created from nothing or it was created from pre-existent material. Here are 

the two competing alternatives: 

Creatio Ex 

Nihilo 

God’s first act was to create the heavens and the earth 

(verse 1:1), the result of which was a formless, darkened world 

(1:2) that, over the course of the next 29 verses, is shaped by 

God into the universe as we see it today. 
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Creatio Ex 

Materia 

When God performed His first creative act (the creation 

of light, verse 1:3), the universe already existed as a primordial 

substrate (a formless darkened world). 

The first alternative, creatio ex nihilo, reflects the Christian doctrinal 

understanding of creation. In this interpretation, the first verse constitutes a creative act 

which results in the instantiation of a chaotic, primordial universe variously described as 

formless, void, empty, or dark (verse 1:2). The second alternative, creatio ex materia, 

holds that God’s first creative act was the creation of light (verse 1:3). This alternative 

claims that verse 1:1 takes either of two forms: either verse 1:1-2 is an introductory clause 

summarizing the creation process from 1:3-1:31, or 1:1 constitutes a clause subordinate to 

1:3. 

The supporters of the ex nihilo translation point out that most of the ancient 

commentators including Philoxxx, Augustinexxxi, John Calvinxxxii, John Wesleyxxxiii, and 

Matthew Henryxxxiv accepted the ex nihilo interpretation. Indeed, the traditional view still 

has many adherents todayxxxv 

However, and this is crucial, within the early community of ex nihilo advocates, 

notably Philo and the early Christian Fathers, there existed disagreement over exactly 

when God’s first act of creation occurred. Philo and the Fathersxxxvi argued that the 

creation story assumed the existence of a primordial substrate upon which God operates 

but that God had created the primordial substrate creatio ex nihilo before He began the 

creative work described in the creation story. In other words, Philo and the earliest 

Christians did not doubt that God created (or had the power to create) ex nihilo. 
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Until recently, there was little empirical support for either alternative. Thus, very 

few English translations, with the exception of the YLT (Young’s Literal Translationxxxvii), 

took a position one way or the other, choosing instead to let the text be interpreted by its 

readers. The YLT’s English, while archaic, was explicit – the author had ex materia in 

view.  

However, advances in Hebrew linguistics have markedly improved our 

understanding of Hebrew grammar. So much so that many biblical scholars now view 1:2 

as describing the initial conditions of the universe prior to God beginning His creative 

activity. Philo and the earliest commentators had this correct. The text, properly 

understood, explicitly tells of creatio ex materia. Unfortunately, the advances in 

scholarship have not yet been incorporated into any of the popular English Bibles. At the 

moment, creatio ex materia is reflected in some academic translationsxxxviii and, of 

course, the translation presented in this book. 

God T he  Creat or  

In English the words ‘create’, ‘make’, ‘fashion’, and ‘shape’ are synonymous. In 

biblical Hebrew there are also a similar number of words that are synonymous with 

create, two of which are used in the creation story, bara and oseh. But, even though bara 

and oseh are synonyms bara differs in an unexpected way. The verb bara only has as its 

subject, God. In the Hebrew, only God can ‘bara’. On the other hand, any appropriate 

noun, including God, can be the subject of oseh. Where bara is God-mediated (or divine) 

creation, oseh is worldly. Interestingly, God is shown as exercising both divine and 

worldly creation. 
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Apart from the who does the creating, what are the differences between bara and 

oseh? Scholars are not sure. Bara implies the concept of initiating something new. In Isa 

41:20 it is used to denote the changes that will take place in the Restoration when God 

effects that which is new and different. It is used of the creation of new things in Isa 48:6-

7 and the creation of the new heavens and the new earth (Isa 65:17). In Exodus 34:10 

marvels never seen before are described by this verb, and Jeremiah uses bara as the term 

of a fundamental change that will take place in the natural order (Jeremiah 31:22). The 

Psalmist prayed that God would create in him a clean heart (Psalm 51:10) and coupled 

this with the petition that God would put a new spirit within him (See also Numbers 

16:30; Isa 4:5; Isa 65:18).  

Along these same lines, bara connotes the meaning of "bringing into existence" in 

several passages (Isaiah 43:1; Ezekiel 21:30; 28:13, 15).  

In the creation story, the verb appears in four verses, the first and last verses as 

summary statements (1:1 and 2:3), and two times as actual creative acts (1:21, and 1:27). 

In 1:21, God creates (bara) the “the great sea monsters”xxxix, fish and other water life, and 

birds and bats. In 1:27, He creates (bara) mankind. All of His other creative acts are 

either by will (ex nihilo (light) in 1:3), or separation (water and dry land), or by delegation 

(vegetation and terrestrial animals). When God delegates the creation of these species, 

they are produced by worldly means, i.e., using the verb oseh. 

What is so special about water creatures, flying creatures, and man that they were 

divinely created, yet plants and all other animals were created normally? 
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The Bible does not say. However, when God reflects on His creation in verse 2:3, 

He asserts that all of creation was divinely created, even though a good deal of it was 

created by worldly processes. Go figure. 

God,  t he  Judge :  

In verse 1:3-4 God creates light, reflects on its properties, and pronounces the light 

as “good”. Actually, the literal translation is “And God saw the light as good”. The Hebrew 

word used in 1:4 for ‘saw’ (vayyar) is used here in its figurative sense connoting a process 

of inspecting, evaluating, thinking about, or reflecting on. In the same sentence, the 

Hebrew word for “good” (tov) can mean a material or practical good, an abstract 

philosophical good, or a moral good, among other meanings. 

We cannot know by what criteria God judges the light, but a reasonable guess 

might be that God judges light as good because of its fitness for His purposes, not its own. 

The judgment makes sense, in retrospect, because its existence serves the needs of the 

new universe whose creation He has just initiated. But, this raises a profoundly important 

issue. Why does God judge His own creation? Was He uncertain as to the fitness of light 

to its purpose? 

The answer is yes and the explanation is somewhat involved. Its explanation 

involves a very brief, high-level trip into the world of quantum physics, followed by a brief 

discourse on how to resolve competing truth claims between science and faith.  

First, the physics: an astronomy professor and an avowed agnostic, Robert 

Jastrowxl had this to say about creation: 
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From a philosophical point of view, [the Big -Bang] has 
traumatic implications for science. Scientists have always 
felt more comfortable with the idea of a Universe that has 
existed forever, because their  thinking is permeated with 
the idea of Cause and Effect; they believe that every event 
that takes place in the world can be explained in a rational 
way as the consequence of some previous event. Einstein once 
said, "The scientist is possessed of a sense o f infinite 
causation." If there is a religion in science, this 
statement can be regarded as its principal article of faith. 
But the latest astronomical results indicate that at some 
point in the past the chain of cause and effect terminated 
abruptly. An important event occurred -the origin of the 
world-for which there is no known cause or explanation 
within the realm of science. The Universe flashed into 
being, and we cannot find out what caused that to happen.  

By way of explanation, the Big Bang theory of creation holds that at some point all 

energy (including light energy) and matter was condensed into a single, infinitely small 

and infinitely dense substance – a mathematical point in space having neither length, 

width, nor depth. A point is a mathematical abstraction, not a concrete object. In other 

words, immediately prior to the Big Bang, the universe did not exist as scientists define 

existence. 

 At some point, for reasons we cannot know, a sequence of events was initiated, the 

first of which was the sudden release of energy in the form of an incomprehensibly 

massive explosion (hence the name, the Big Bang). This initial event was followed by the 

sudden expansion of the universe by a factor of a 1078 (trillion x trillion x ten thousand) in 

volume (the inflationary phase). At some time, subsequent to the Big Bang, visible light 

emerged from the high-energy plasma within which it had been locked. 

The Big Bang was the sudden, instantaneous creation of energy. The point in space 

that had been the universe had been converted instantly into pure energy that then cooled 

and coalesced into more familiar energy forms – cosmic radiation, UV light, visible light, 
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infra-red light and so forth. As the expansion continued and the universe continued to 

cool, energy was converted into matter. 

The question now becomes, “does a beginning (the Big Bang), require a beginner”? 

Who, scientists ask, lit the metaphorical fuse? Some physicists argue that the universe 

created itself and point to a phenomenon called quantum uncertainty. Quantum 

uncertainty permits a small but finite possibility of quantum fluctuationsxli – something 

coming into being from nothing! Given the track record of quantum physics over the last 

sixty or so years, this theory is certainly credible. 

However, quantum fluctuations cannot be the match that light the fuse. For two 

closely related reasons. First, quantum fluctuations could not have existed prior to the Big 

Bang because they are a property of the existing universe. Since the beginning of our 

universe was the beginning of space, time, and matter, the Big Bang must, therefore, 

mark the advent of the principles of physics one principle of which are that quantum 

fluctuations cause things to come into being (and go out again, by the way). To surmise 

that quantum fluctuations are the cause of the Big Bang is to say that quantum 

fluctuations existed before they existed – a logical non-starter. Second, the idea of 

quantum fluctuations as causing the ex nihilo creation of things requires the passage of 

time. In general, a cause and effect are separated in time. Unfortunately, before the 

universe existed, time did not exist. 

But the problem posed by the creation event is somewhat deeper and arises from 

the essential nature of matter and energy – they are, in fact, one the same substance! This 
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sameness is called the wave-particle duality of nature and arises from the Heisenberg 

uncertainty principlexlii. 

In a deterministic universe every action has a cause and every cause an action. 

With sufficient knowledge and an infinite number of infinitely powerful computers with 

sufficiently powerful software can predict with the utmost precision every cause and effect 

that will ever happen. In other words, this infinitely powerful computing engine can 

predict with 100% accuracy what you will have for breakfast on the third of November, 

ten years in the future. Put more simply, in a perfect cause-and-effect universe everything 

is predetermined. Such universes are said to be deterministic. 

Our universe is not deterministic because the principle of cause-and-effect does 

not always apply. The mathematical and physical principles that govern the behavior of 

the universe and everything within it do not apply to some phenomena. 

In such non-deterministic universe, every act of creation has some degree of 

randomness. At the macro level, this is not a problem. At the quantum level the 

uncertainty accumulates and, at some point, becomes manifest. 

At this point in the creation story, God is dealing with the creation of energyxliii. He 

evaluates the result of His creation because He knows that in imposing randomness into a 

creative process, the results could be surprising. But, in this case, all is well and God so 

judges His creation as good. 

Genes is  1 :1 -2  
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When God first created the heavens and the earth, the earth 
had been formless and void and darkness was over the surface 
of the abyss and the spirit of God hovered over its waters .  

When God first created: ְבֵראִשית ָבָרא ֱאֹלִהים (bəreishit bara Elohim) are the first 

three words in the Hebrew Bible and are not without controversy, themselves. Most 

commonly translated as “In the beginning God created”, a close examination of the 

Hebrew text reveals an alternate meaning that is just as valid. Literally translated and 

reading right-to-left the text is:  

ים ֹלִה א ֱא ָר ית ָב אִש  בְ  ֵר
Elohim bara reishit Bə 
God created {first, 

beginning} 

{in, 

when} 

The words enclosed in braces {} reflect reasonable alternatives as suggested in all 

authoritative Hebrew lexicons. For example, in the text above, ‘when’ and ‘in’ are offered 

as translation options for the Hebrew preposition  ְב (bə)xliv. Likewise, ‘first’ and 

‘beginning’ are reasonable alternatives for the Hebrew noun, reishit. Also note that in 

Hebrew, subjects and verbs are usually ordered verb-first (unlike English in which the 

subject is written first). Ordering the text for English readers, we can write: 

In beginning God created … 

When first God created … 

Let’s look at the Hebrew in more detail. First up is the preposition bə: bə, can have 

a wide range of meanings by far the most common of which ‘in’. However, bə can also be 

translated as ‘when’, especially where the context involves the passage of time. This is 

manifestly the case in 1:1-2, suggesting that bə is reasonably (if not preferably) translated 

using ‘when’ (see, for example, Gen 2:4 and 4:8). Since the context of 1:1-2 centers on 
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questions of the temporal order of the two verses, ‘when’ is arguably the better choice to 

express the meaning of the preposition, bə.  

reishit: The noun, reishit, has as its rootxlv the letters, ראש (Resh -Aleph-Shin). 

Words derived from this root often carry the meaning of primary, chief, begin, first or 

first-in-line, head of, and so forth. The Theological Wordbook of the Old Testament 

(TWOT) is more specific, vis, reishit means 

“…first, beginning, choicest, first or best of a group. 
[Reishit is] a feminine noun derived from the root [Resh -
Aleph-Shin], it appears fifty times in nearly all parts of 
the OT. [Its] primary meaning is "first" or "beginning" of a 
series.”  

Accordingly, we can now retranslate bəreishit bara Elohim as “When first God 

created”, or to put this phrase more colloquially,  

When God first created… 

created: This word is translated from the Hebrew verb, bara, meaning "divinely 

created" – The adverb ‘divinely’ is appropriate because even though bara is used more 

than fifty times in the Bible, only God is its subject. 

When biblical authors use words that are specific to God, such as bara, the implicit 

assumption is that the word connotes a characteristic unique to God and not to any of His 

creations. Since bara expresses God’s creative activity and not man’s, we assume that 

bara is qualitatively different than ָעָשה (asah – he made), its non-divine counterpart. 

But, this may not be all there is. Nahum Sarna addsxlvi that words whose use is restricted 



 

~ 61 ~ 

 

to God also serve to accentuate God’s majesty and His ‘otherness’ -- in other words, such 

words remind us that God is beyond human expression. 

Later, in verse 1:11, the author writes that God delegated the creation of vegetation 

to the earth (nature). In other words, plants were not created by God, but by His proxy, 

nature. 

the heavens and the earth: This expression is likely a merism, a figure of 

speech meant to indicate a range of meanings. For example, in the sentence, "Jill knows 

cooking from A to Z", the phrase "from A to Z" is understood to mean that Jill knows 

everything there is to know about cooking. In 1:1, the heavens and the earth are likely 

intended to mean all of creation. We’ll encounter another famous merism in the second 

creation story (2:9) where God warns mankind to avoid the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil. 

And the earth had been: The Hebrew text of this phrase, ְוָהָאֶרץ ָהְיָתה (vəhaaretz 

haytah), has been traditionally read as, “The earth was”. In this case, Hebrew verb, ָהְיָתה 

(haytah), is rendered as ‘was’. For example, in almost all of the familiar English 

translations (e.g., RSV, NIV, JPS, KJV, NAS, TNK) this text is rendered, "And the earth 

was". These older translations, however, fail to reflect what scholars have recently learned 

about the verbal system in biblical Hebrew and its underlying grammar – especially 

concerning the manner in which Hebrew expresses two or more past actions in time-

relative order.  
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In English this is easily handled by the past perfect tensexlvii (also called the 

pluperfect or the “flashback” tense). For example, 

When Alex finished his studies, he had been in London for 
over eight years. 

Likewise, if haytah in 1:2 is translated as a past perfect verb, then verses 1:1-2 

would read, 

When God first created [the universe], [the universe] had 
been a [primordial soup], 

and verse 1:2 would that the world was already in existence when God began the 

creation. So, what is the justification for translating this verb into an English past perfect? 

To this we now turn. 

Until recently, the grammar of biblical Hebrew was thought not to be able to 

denote the past perfect tense explicitly. Translators largely relied on context. However, 

scholarsxlviii were recently able to show that Hebrew verbs can explicitly express the past 

perfect by the way in which the author structures the verbal clauses - in other words, a 

grammatical rule. 

In verses 1:1-2, the key observation is that the subject-verb ordering of the verbal 

clauses in these first two verses demonstrate that the verb haytah in the second clause is a 

past perfect. In English, the past perfect is formed using the auxiliary verb "had" with the 

main verb’s past participle – hence the translation as “had been”.  
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The Hebrew grammar denoting past perfect verbs was first described by Ziony 

Zevitt in the mid-nineties1. Accordingly, the rule denoting whether a verb, verbal clause, 

or sentence is past perfect is this: 

1. The preceding verbal clause contains a verb in the perfect aspect (similar to the 

English past tense).  

2. The subject of the verb in question is prefixed with a waw (the Hebrew letter,  ְו) 

3. The subject precedes the verb. 

What can we say about the structure of verses 1:1-2? Study the following table 

(read from right-to-left): 

 ָבָרא ֱאֹלִהים … ְוָהָאֶרץ ָהְיָתה

had been 

(haytah)  
And the 

earth 

(vəhaaretz)  

… 
God  created 

(bara)  

perfect 

tense 

waw-subject … 
subject Simple 

perfect 

Inverted: subject-

verb 
 Normal: verb-subject 

 The grammatical structure of the text strongly indicates that the verb, haytah, in 

verse 1:2 is better translated as the English past perfect tense – “had been”. 

 The theological inference is profound. By structuring the sentence using the past 

perfect, the author makes the claim that the earth was already in existence, albeit in a 

primordial state, prior to God’s creative activity. Creatio ex nihilo was not in the author’s 

                         

1 Place holder 
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mind when the creation story was developed. Philo and the early Christian fathers 

guessed correctly. 

As an aside, this same construction occurs elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. For 

example, Genesis 4:1 is normally translated as “Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she 

conceived…”. However, the structure of the Hebrew verb is very similar though not 

identical, to that in 1:2 and can reasonably be translated as “Now the man had known his 

wife Eve, and she conceived…”. In other words, Adam and Eve had had intercourse while 

in Eden (or prior to the opening of chapter 4). 

unformed and void: Translated from the Hebrew הּו הּוּ֙ ָוֹבֹ֔  this ,(tohu vavohu) ֹתֹ֙

phrase occurs again in Jeremiah’s prophetic vision of the return of the primal chaos 

(Jeremiah 4:23-27). As such, there can be no doubt that the author is referring to this 

initial chaotic state of the world. 

the spirit of God: The English word spirit in this phrase is translated from the 

Hebrew word,  ַ֣רּוח (ruach). Ruach has various meanings other than spirit, notably wind or 

breath. More generally, ruach is thought to express the idea of "air in motion". In living 

beings (including animals) ruach is synonymous with breath. In this text, however, ruach 

is best understood as the immaterial and ineffable presence of the transcendent God. 

Later, in the second creation story (2:7), it is God’s "breath" (ת ַ֣ מ   nishmah) that is used -- ִנשְׁ

to animate mankind, not His ruach. This has some theological implications in that God’s 

spirit was not passed to mankind, just His breath. Thus, nishmah is regarded as 

something less that God’s spirit but, given its divine origin, nishmah is thought to 
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constitute the basis for man’s rational and moral life, and is possessed of reason, will, and 

conscience. 

hovered: The English word ‘hovered’ is rendered from the Hebrew word, ְמַרֶחֶפת 

(mərachephet) and describes the state of the spirit of God immediately before God’s first 

creative act. The use of this word is curious, if only because nowhere else in the Hebrew 

Bible is the spirit of God pictured in this way. Gerald Schroeder, an MIT physicist and Old 

Testament scholar suggests, but does not claim, that the author’s intent may have been to 

suggest that the presence of God’s spirit is symbolic of (or analogously represents) the 

second stage of physical creation -- the initial expansion. In any case, the distinction 

between God and His spirit is elusive. 

One thought is that the transcendent God enters His created world in spirit, not in 

body (recall the Flatlander analogy previously). It is through His spirit that creation is 

commanded and occurs. But, if such were the case, why didn’t the author subsequently 

write “the Spirit of God said…”. Perhaps it was understood by the ancient reader or, more 

likely, its use was adiaphoric. 

the deep: Translated from the Hebrew word ְת֑הֹום (Təhom), the word is 

understood as the cosmic abyssal water. Like the other primordial substrates, the Bible is 

silent as to how this substance came into being. This is somewhat inconsistent since the 

Bible elsewhere asserts Təhom also to be one of God’s creations (proverbs 8:22). 

Nowhere, however, does the Bible reveal how or when Təhom was created. Interestingly, 

in the Hebrew Bible the word ‘Təhom’ is presented as if it were a proper noun (meaning 
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that the word never appears with a definite article, a grammatical characteristic of 

Hebrew proper nouns). Explaining the idea of Təhom as a residual proper noun, Nahum 

M. Sarna has suggested that Təhom may have once been the name of a mythological 

creature that personified the primordial seas that the author of this text has purposely 

demythologizedxlix. 

Genes is  1 :3  

Then God said, "Let light come int o being." And light came 
to be. 

Let light: The literal rendering of the Hebrew is simply "be light" or "become 

light". However, since the verb is in the jussive mood (a kind of imperative), many 

translators believe this mood is best expressed using the word "Let". 

come into being: The verb in question, י  "can be translated as either "be ,(yəhi) ְיִה֣

or "become". The latter, I think, best captures the sense that light comes to exist where it 

had previously not existed. This is the only instance in the creation story in which God 

creates something (light) from nothing (creatio ex nihilo). All other created objects are 

formed from pre-existent material either by separating or by shaping pre-existing 

material.  

After light is created, the world is still formless and void. Whether the author 

meant to convey the idea that the formless and void primordial substrate is visible is not 

clear. 

And light came to be: This is the realization of the command “Let light come 

into being”. However, unlike a command given, say, by a king to his lords, in this case no 
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one exists to receive and carry out God’s command. According to Westermann, this is 

precisely what makes this a creation command. 

Genes is  1 :4  

Then God regarded the light as good. Then, He caused the 
light to alternate with the darkness. 

He caused the light to alternate with the darkness.: The Hebrew of this 

verse is notoriously difficult to translate, not only because the verb in the phrase,  ל ַוַיְבֵּד֣

ים  occurs in the ,(vayavdel Elohim - meaning God separated or God divided) ֱאֹלִהֹ֔

causative (hiphil) tense, but the Hebrew preposition for ‘between’ occurs twice, yet most 

English Bibles ignore the second preposition (KJV, NAU, NIV, RSV, TNK, and the 

Septuagint) rendering the Hebrew as “and God separated the light from the darkness” 

(1:4) when the text literally means "..to separate itself between the light and between the 

dark." I translate the text differently in order to capture what I believe is the author meant 

– light alternating with dark2.  

Genes is  1 :5  

Then God faced the light and proclaimed it , "day". And, 
facing the darkness, He proclaimed  it, "night". And there 
was evening and there was morning - a first day. 

faced the light and proclaimed it: As far as I can determine, most English 

translations render this verse along the lines of "And God called the light Day". This 

translation is completely accurate. However, it fails to capture the directedness of God’s 

                         

2 Another way to think of this is that the light regions separate 

the dark regions and the dark regions separate the light regions. 

This is theologically insignificant and arises simply as a matter 

of Hebrew grammar. 
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naming activity. Literally translated, the Hebrew text ַוִיְקָרא ֱאֹלִהים ָלאֹור (vayyiqra Elohim 

laor) is “and-called God to-the-light”. In other words, God specifically directs His words 

to the light. It’s as if a man were standing at a bus stop talking with a friend with his back 

to an arriving bus. Then, upon hearing the bus’s air-brakes, the man turns around and 

announces, "Ahhh, the bus"! In this case, God’s announcement calls attention to the 

newly created light and then calls out its name (note: The Hebrew text for naming the 

darkness night is grammatically and semantically identical). 

ASIDE: The argument against this translation is grammatical, not semantic. For 

example, the word for light is prefixed with a lamed ( ּ֙ל) -- normally meaning ‘to’ or 

‘toward’l. However, in this instance, the lamed has a grammatical function in that it acts 

to identify the noun to which it is prefixed as an indirect object. When lamed is used in 

this way, it is normally not translated directly. In fact, in most cases (including this one), 

leaving the preposition untranslated does not manifestly change the meaning. I choose to 

treat the lamed semantically and grammatically because, by doing so, the text more 

clearly emphasizes God’s specific and directed activity. 

But there is another less obvious issue here. In 1:3, God causes light to come into 

existence, ostensibly by calling out its name. But, in this verse, conventionally 

understood, God is described as explicitly giving a name to the light. What’s going on 

here? Why the redundancy? Didn’t God create the light by calling out its name in verse 

1:3? I discuss this issue in the commentary of 1:10. 
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And there was evening and there was morning: The Hebrew words for 

evening, ֶרב ֶקר and (erev) ֶעֶ֥  .literally mean ‘sunset’ and ‘sunrise’ respectively ,(voqer) ֹבֹ֖

How can this be for the sun does not yet exist? My explanation is provided below, but 

follows the explanation offered by Nahun Sarna in which erev is the point at which light 

turns to dark and voqer is that point in time where dark turns into light. In other words, 

erev and voqer are the boundaries between light and dark established in 1:4 (above). 

the first day: While there may be linguistic differences surrounding the literal 

translation of ד  meaning one or first, they are relatively minor and entail (echad) ֶאָחָֽ

linguistic, not theological differences. However, the translation of יֹום  (yom) is more 

complicated. 

The complications arise from two sources: First, the conventional translation of 

yom into a 12- or 24-hour day cannot be rationalized at this stage in the story because the 

earth and sun are non-existent. More specifically, since a day is defined as the time for the 

earth to rotate 360o about is vertical axis and there is no earth to rotate (and no sun to 

shine upon it), translating yom into a 24-hour ‘day’, its most common translation, makes 

no sense.  

After creation, however, the earth rotates, the sun shines and the biblical authors 

attached meanings to yom other than a conventional 24-hour day, although this meaning 

is far and away the most common, other translations exist. For example, in Genesis 4:3, 

yom is translated as an indefinite passage of time (“In the course of time).  In 1 Kings 1:1, 

yom is translated as years (“King David was old and advanced in years…”). In 
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Deuteronomy 5:3, yom is translated as ‘always’ (…to fear me and keep my 

commandments always…”)3. Finally, in Genesis 40:4, Joshua 24:7, and 2 Chronicles 15:3) 

yom is translated as season. For example, here is the KJV’s translation of 40:4 (and they 

continued a season ...). 

The second source of confusion arises from reading into the text our own 

preconceptions, namely, that light and dark are units of time. But this is simply not what 

the author wrote and what the text claims. In this verse, God names the region of space 

that is lighted,  yom, and the region of space not lighted as darlkness or, in Hebrew,  ָלְיָלה

(layla). Therefore, because yom in the creation story is a spatial concept, time is not in 

view. 

Thus, yom serves a spatial function, in that the reader understands that the 

creation story is ordered space, not time. 

                         

3See also Deuteronomy 5:29, 6:24, 14:23, and 2 Chronicles 18:7. 
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Second Day 

Synopsis: 

In this, the second of six creation events, a watery world is split into two parts: the 

water above (i.e., clouds) and the waters below (i.e., the seas). The intervening space is 

called sky. There is one curious aspect to the story of this day: Unlike the other five days, 

the second day is the only day that God does not judge His creation(s) as good.  

Translation 

And God said, "Let there be an expanse in the midst of the 
waters separating water from water.  And God made the expanse 
such that it separated the waters below from the waters 
above. And it was so.  And God faced the expanse and 
proclaimed, "skies". And it was evening and it was morning, 
a second day. 

Genes is  1 :6 :  

And God said, "Let there be an expanse in the midst of the 
waters separating water from water. 

Let there be …: Recall that for verse 1:3 we translated the same Hebrew word 

ִהי)  yəhi) as “come into being”. As mentioned in that discussion, I chose “come into – יְׁ

being” for that particular verse because the author explicitly calls attention to the ex 

nihilo creation of light. But in this verse, unlike 1:3, the expanse already exists, needing 

only for the waters to be separated in order for land to come into view, hence a more 

conventional usage. 

expanse: Many English translations render the Hebrew noun  ַיע  as (raqia) ָרִקֹ֖

‘firmament’ (notably the English translation of the Septuagint, the LXA) while others 

render raqia as ‘expanse’. The latter translation is arguably more reasonable given that its 
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verbal root, ָרַקע (raqa), having the connotation of flattening, say, a ball of dough by 

pounding or rolling. In Exodus 39:3 the RSV renders the verb as "beat thin", and in 

Jeremiah 10:9 it is translated as "spread into plates". The idea, therefore, of flattening 

something and calling that something an ‘expanse’ or a ‘sheet’ seems more reasonable 

than ‘firmament’. Also supporting this view, is the occurrence of raqia is verse 1:20, 

where flying creatures are commanded to "fly-about over the land above the surface of 

[the] raqia of the skies". In this verse, I believe that ‘expanse of the skies’ may make more 

sense than ‘firmament of the skies’.  

separating water from water: Literally translated, the text reads "a 

separation between waters from waters". The picture these words convey to most of us is 

of a land-mass separating two bodies of water (oceans, lakes, etc.,). This is probably not 

correct. In this case, the so-called expanse creates a void that separates water in the sky 

(rain) from the terrestrial waters (oceans, rivers, lakes) as made clear in the next verse. 

Genes is  1 :7  

And God made the expanse such that it separated the waters 
below from the waters above. And it was so.  

The more common translations of this verse is represented by the NIV, "So God 

made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the water above it. 

And it was so." The NIV translation, along with other translations like it, are perfectly 

fine. I prefer mine for two reasons: First, it’s more concise (in keeping with the biblical 

economy of words) and second, captures the notion that the author meant for us to 

understand that the function of the expanse is to separate the heavenly from the 

terrestrial waters. 
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The picture to the left is a representation of 

what this world and its heavens must have looked 

like to the ancient Hebrews. The picture certainly 

captures the literal English words. Here the earth 

(land) floats above a watery abyss and a solid, 

arched firmament prevents the heavenly waters 

from raining down and undoing God’s work. 

But, this representation is simply not what the Hebrew of these verses depicts. A 

plane reading of the Hebrew suggests the author meant clouds when he referred to “the 

waters above”4 and terrestrial water (lakes, oceans, rivers) when he wrote “the waters 

below”. It was the land and expanse (the skies) that separated the waters. 

And God made: The Hebrew verb ַוַיַ֣עש (vayyaas) is a variation of asah, the 

general verb for ‘make’. This verb, unlike bara (the divine creation verb), is used to 

describe the creative actions of both man and God. It is specific to neither and so is a 

general term for making, creating, and forming. 

it separated: A number of popular English translations do not completely 

capture the meaning intended by the author (see, for example, NRS, NIV, NAU, NAS, and 

                         

4 In Genesis 2:5-7 the understanding that clouds were equivalent to 

water in the sky is made even more explicit. See the commentary at 

http://learn-biblical-hebrew.com/hebrew-scripture/garden-of-eden-

story/genesis-25-7/ 

 

 

http://learn-biblical-hebrew.com/hebrew-scripture/garden-of-eden-story/genesis-25-7/
http://learn-biblical-hebrew.com/hebrew-scripture/garden-of-eden-story/genesis-25-7/
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NKJ Bibles). In these Bibles, the text suggests that “God created the expanse and 

separated the waters”. What’s missing in this translation is the explicit understanding 

that the function of the expanse was to act as a separator. To better understand this, here 

is the literal, word-for-word translation of the text in question: 

And-made God the-expanse and-it-separated … 

The relative pronoun ‘it’, in this phrase refers to ‘expanse’. The author sought to 

convey the impression that the function of the expanse was to separate. The NLT 

translates this verse correctly 

…God made this space in order to separate the waters…  

And it was so: Translated from the Hebrew phraseַוְיִהי־ֵכן (vayəhi khen), this 

formula occurs six times in the creation storyli. Its simplicity belies its implications. The 

root letters of the first word, vayəhi, are היה which, at a superficial level, mean to bring 

something into existence. However, verbal derivatives of this root, for example the use of 

vayəhi in this verse, rarely mean simply to bring into being. Rather, they connote a sense 

of certainty in the sense that the action in question inarguably succeeded. 

Genes is  1 :8  

And God faced the expanse and proclaimed, "skies". And it 
was evening and it was morning, a second day. 
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The Third Day 

Synopsis: 

The land comes into view as the terrestrial waters are further organized into the 

seas and oceans separated by land masses. And here we have the first instance of Elohim 

delegating creation to the earth, commanding it to bring forth vegetation. But the earth’s 

creative activity does not produce the results for which Elohim asked. The earth, unable 

to produce fruit trees that meet Elohim’s wishes, can only bring forth a close 

approximation. Elohim may be omnipotent, but nature is not. 

Translation 

And God said to the waters, "Collect yourselves from below 
the skies into one place and let the dry ground appear." And 
it was so. And God called-out to the dry land, "Earth". And 
to the collection of waters He called, "Seas". And God saw 
that was good. And the land produced vegetation; plants 
producing seed according to their kind and trees bearing 
fruit -- which is their seed -- each according to its kind. 
And God saw that was good.  And God called out to the dry 
land, "Earth". And to the collection of waters He called, 
"Seas". And God saw that was good. And there was evening, 
and there was morning -- a third day. 

Genes is  1 :9  

And God said to the waters, "Collect yourselves from below 
the skies into one place and let the dry ground appear." And 
it was so. 

said to the waters: (Westermann) The objective of this verse is to show the 

‘creation’ of the dry land. However, note that the command is directed to the waters (as 

shown by the use of the jussive). In this verse, the dry land is not ‘created’ in the same 

way as was the firmament; Rather, when the waters are gathered into one place the ‘dry 

land’ is exposed. In other words, a pre-existing substance becomes the dry land when the 
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waters recede and uncover the earth underneath. Of the English translations available to 

me, the LXA translation of the Septuagint almost gets it right: 

And the water ... was collected into its places, and the dry land appeared. 

below the sky: Meaning the terrestrial waters 

the dry land: Meaning the terrain now visible to man  

And it was so: Creation by separation ends with this verse.  

Genes is  1 :10  

And God called-out to the dry land, "Earth". And to the 
collection of waters He called, "Seas". And God saw that was 
good.  

And God called-out to the dry land... As noted above, the presence of the 

lamed ( ַל) preposition -- meaning ‘to’ or ‘toward’ -- is normally never translated because 

it is understood (correctly) as an accusative denoting, in this case, the dry-land as an 

indirect object of God’s naming action. However, the use of this preposition literally 

describes God as assigning names by speaking the name directly to the entity being 

named. We noted this earlier in 1:5 and 1:8 in which God also assigned names by 

proclamation.  

Genes is  1 :11 -12  

And God said: ‘May the earth, by itself, bring forth 
vegetation, herbs yielding seed, and fruit -trees always 
bearing fruit after its kind, wherein is the seed thereof, 
upon the earth.’ And it was so. 12 And the earth, by itself, 
brought forth grass, herb yielding seed after its kind, and 
tree bearing fruit, wherein is the seed thereof, after its 
kind; and God saw that it was good.  
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May the earth, by itself, bring forth: In this verse, God relinquishes His 

creative authority to that of the earth. Normally, this text is translated along the lines of 

“the earth brought forth”. While nominally correct, the Hebrew grammar reveals a much 

clearer picture of the author’s intention. The Hebrew verb translated as “brought forth” 

(NRS) or ‘produced’ (NIV) is ַוּתֹוֵצא (vatotzie) is written in the hiphillii or causative stem. 

Verbs in the hiphil stem are often used to express the idea of making something possible 

or granting permission. In this case (and in 1:24 as you’ll see later), the understanding is 

that the earth is to do the creating, not God. However, as previously noted nature’s 

creative power is constrained by physical laws -- the laws of physics, chemistry, and 

biology established when creating the universe. Accordingly, the author does not use the 

divine verb (bara), but a worldly one, asah to express nature’s creative activity. Most 

important, however, is to note that of the cultures surrounding the ancient Hebrews all 

were pantheists. As such, they viewed nature as the source of all creation. In this verse, 

the biblical author explicitly rejects pantheism by describing nature as a proxy for a 

transcendent God – an entity doing God’s bidding, not its own. 

Vegetation: The Hebrew word, here translated as ‘vegetation’ is subdivided into 

two categories of plants: (1) plants of every kind and (2) fruit trees (cf, Leviticus 27:30). 

The significance of this division will come later in verse 1:29.  

fruit trees bearing fruit: ֵעץ ְפִרי ֹעֶשה ְפִרי (etz pəri oseh pəri) Literally "trees of 

fruit making fruit". However, “trees of fruit” is an adjectival construction meaning “fruit 

trees” – a common Hebraic way of expressing “fruit trees making fruit”. But, why the 

repetition? Rashi argues that this text reveals God commanding the earth to produce trees 
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that were themselves edible fruit (ergo, fruit trees)liii. The bark, wood, and leaves of such a 

tree would be edible in the same way as its fruit is edible.  

I disagree with Rashi over the implications of this verse. Rashi argues that God’s 

curse levied against the earth later in Genesis 3:17 (“…cursed is the ground”) is 

punishment for its disobedience. This makes little sense to me because the major thrust of 

the creation story is to position nature as being without will. In the first creation story, the 

author is very careful to present nature as responding only to physical laws. In modern 

terms, nature is like a computer and the laws of physics are its software. In my 

interpretation, the earth is never portrayed as a moral agent and therefore its punishment 

cannot be understood. To reason otherwise is to miss the whole point of Genesis 1, 

namely, that only God (at this point in the story) has free will and the power to exercise 

that will. 

A better explanation, I think, arises from the nature of the verb used to describe 

the earth’s action, ַּתְדֵשא (tadshei), meaning “cause to sprout” or “cause to bring forth”. In 

this verse, God delegates creation to the earth. Accordingly, the earth, limited by the laws 

of science, produces an approximation of God’s wish. So, for example, my translation of 

etz pəri oseh pəri is  

trees bearing fruit: ְוֵעץ ֹעֶשה־ְפִרי (vəetz oseh-pəriy) Literally “trees making fruit”. 

In the previous verse, God had commanded the earth to produce "fruit trees making 

fruit", but evidently the earth was unable to comply. The important lesson in these two 

verses is that God desired A but was given A’!  
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This is hugely significant for two reasons: First, correctly read, we learn that the 

creative authority delegated to the earth was unable to meet God’s requirementsliv. From 

this we conclude that, while God may be all powerful, his creations are not. To this end, 

the biblical witness is explicit: nature is not divinelv and does not possess God’s power of 

divine creation (bara). Unlike divine creation, nature’s creative action (asah) is 

constrained by the laws of the universe – the laws of physics, chemistry, and biology 

established by God earlier in 1:3. 

Second, the inability of the earth to comply with God’s demand can be explained as 

a consequence of the underlying indeterminacy of the universe -- especially evident at the 

quantum level. In other words, we learn that God did not create a completely predictable 

world; one that rigorously and always conforms to the law of cause and effect. His 

creation, at its core, is governed [and constrained] by unpredictable events. By definition, 

even God cannot predict an outcome that is inherently random. If He could the outcome 

would be, well, predictable wouldn’t it. 

These two verses, 1:11-12, convey a critically important truth about God’s creation 

and what God most values in His created order. While a perfect God is surely capable of 

producing a completely predictable universe, He did not do so. More specifically, a perfect 

God is also able to produce a universe in which He really does play dice, contra Albert 

Einstein.  

We cannot know why God created and shaped a predictable universe -- maybe 

because predictable outcomes are seldom delightful and never surprising. But this we do 

know: free will cannot exist in a universe that is completely determinant. And, as the 
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biblical witness testifies, God desires mankind to come to him of their own free will 

(Deuteronomy 30:19). We can conclude, therefore, with a high degree of confidence that 

God does not desire the work of drones or the adulation of sycophants. He desires the 

produce, worship, and fealty of beings who are free to choose whom to worship. The 

indeterminacy of our universe is the lynchpin underlying the mechanism by which God 

chose to create the beings who could, should they so choose, satisfy His ends.  

Genes is  1 :13  

And there was evening, and there was morning. A third day.  
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The Fourth Day 

Synopsis: 

<text>. 

Translation 

And God said, "Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to 
separate the day from the night; and let them be for signs 
and for seasons and for days and years, 15 and let them be 
lights in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth." 
And it was so. 16 God made the two great lights -- the 
greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule 
the night-- and the stars. God set them in the dome of t he 
sky to give light upon the earth,  18 to rule over the day 
and over the night, and to separate the light from the 
darkness. And God saw that it was good.  And there was 
evening and there was morning, the fourth day.  

Genes is  1 :14 -15  

And God said, “Let ther e be lights in the expanse of the 
skies distributed between the night and the day. And they 
will serve as signs and for seasons, and for days and for 
years. 15And they will serve as lights in the expanse of the 
skies shining on the earth. And it was so  

This verse, a command by God to bring the lights of the heavens into existence, as 

in verse 1:3, stands in sharp contrast to the cosmologies of the cultures surrounding the 

Hebrews. As has been discussed earlier, and will be continually demonstrated, the 

Creation Week story is, in part, a polemic against those cosmologies in which gods are 

part of nature or in which nature’s entities (sun, moon, stars, lights, wind, sea, air, etc.,) 

are seen as divine. In this story, God reveals to us that nature is mundane and, as we shall 

see later in “the week”, is to be relegated to serve mankind, not the other way around!  

Let there be lights: At this point in the Creation Week, the sources of light have 

yet to be created. This presented no problem to the ancient readers of this verse. As many 

commentarieslvi demonstrate, the cosmology of the ancient Hebrews did not require the 
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sun, moon, and stars to be present for light to exist. They knew that during even the 

darkest and cloudiest of nights, light was still manifest. Hence, while they knew light was 

closely associated with its sources, their world-view did not require their existence. 

This has significance for those who wonder whether the seven days of the Creation 

Week are the standard twenty-four-hour day. After all, the sun and moon have yet to be 

created (see Excurses – Day and Night). But, light, day, and night are not understood here 

to depend on the existence of the sun, so there is no reason to think that “day” means 

anything different on the previous three days than any other day in the Hebrew Bible.  

Once again, we need to keep in mind that the Creation Week is not a history or a 

scientific explanation of creation. It’s a magisterial and polemical rendering of God’s 

position in the cosmogony of the ancient Hebrews and a deep allegorical expression of 

God’s ethical relation to His created order. Thus, we need to avoid attempting to stretch 

its plain meaning, a temporal ordering device, in order to make it conform to modern 

scientific understanding. 

distributed between the night and the day: The Hebrew verb for divide or 

separate is here used in its hiphil infinitive construct form, ַהְבִּדיל (havdil). The use of the 

hiphil suggests that the lights are causing themselves to separate. Written literally the 

lights are “to divide themselves between the night and between the day.” 

And they will serve as lights:  ִַלְמאֹוֹרת ִבְרִקיע (vəhayu lim`orot birqia), the first 

three Hebrew words of 1:15, is almost always translated as “let them be for lights” or “let 

them serve as lights”. However, the use of “let” is misleading. In previous verses the verb 
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actions expressed by “let them…” were translated from an imperative Hebrew verb form – 

usually the jussive. In this verse the verb,  is not expressed in an imperative ,(vəhayu)  ְוָהיּו

form. In other words, 1:15 is a statement of purpose or rationale, not creation. 

Genes is  1 :16 -18  

And God make two great lights – the big light for ruling the 
day and the small light and the stars for ruling the night. 
17 And God set them in the expanse of the skies to shine on 
the earth 18 and to rule over the day and the night [as well 
as] to separate the light from the dark.  And God regarded it 
as good. 

Two great lights: The sun and moon respectively. 

for ruling: taken from the Hebrew word, ְלֶמְמֶשֶלת (ləmemshelet), the word 

literally means for-the-rule-of and derives from the root verb, ָמַשל (mashal). Mashal is 

usually rendered as he or it “ruled”, but the precise meaning what it means to ‘rule’ in the 

mashal sense is uncertain. In most cases mashal is viewed as the exercise of authority for 

the benefit of that which is ruled, rather than demanding or requiring obedience. Thus, 

we see in 1:16, the authority of the two lights is to be exercised for the benefit of the earth 

and, presumably, its vegetation – if only because light is expressed everywhere in the 

Bible as beneficiallvii. In verse 1:18 the semantics of mashal is repeated – a common 

Hebrew literary technique used for emphasis. Of note, however: God distinguishes 

between day and night (names) and light and dark (states of being) through creation. 

Genes is  1 :19  

And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.  
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The Fifth Day 

Synopsis: 

Animate life is created and the reader is introduced to the meaning of being 

blessed. Moreover, the great sea monsters of pagan mythology are demoted from the 

divine to the natural realm. These creatures symbolize evil, misfortunes, bad tidings, etc. 

In these verses, the monsters are relegated to the mortal, natural realm. No longer can 

mankind ignore evil as the acts of the willful and capricious gods of nature. 

Translation 

And God said, “Let the waters swarm with living creatures. 
And let flying creatures soar above the earth across the 
expanse of the skies” . And so God created the great sea 
monsters, and every creeping living thing that swarms [in] 
the water according to its kind, and every winged flying 
creature according to its kind. And God saw it was good. And 
God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and m ultiply and fill 
the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth. 
And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day.  

On this, the fifth day, the author introduces one of the most important ideas of the 

Bible: The Blessing. This is in accordance with the content; living beings are created. If we 

take as our starting point that in the history of creation stories the creation of the 

individual precedes that of the whole, it becomes clear that the first verse describing the 

fifth day is the beginning of something absolutely new – the creation of life. The creation 

of a living being is entirely different from the creation of the inanimate stuff created to 

this point.  

At this point in the story, the creation of life would have been immediately 

recognized by the audience. A living being, ֶנֶפש ַחָיה (nephesh hayya), would have been 
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understood as characterized by breath, flesh, blood, mobility, and sexual reproduction. 

Plants, by contrast, are not viewed as animate although alive and reproductively active, 

plants lack visible respiration, blood, mobility and (from the ancient point of view) sexual 

reproduction.  

Genes is  1 :20  

And God said, “Let the-waters swarm [with] living creatures. 
And let flying creatures soar above the earth across the 
expanse of the skies”. 

In this verse and unlike that of the earth in 1:11, God does not delegate His creative 

authority to the waters. Rather, God creates swarms of living creatures that inhabit the 

waterslviii. The author may be expressing an anti-pagan sentiment contrasting the 

generative power of water in pagan mythologies to God’s use of water as a mere substrate. 

Unfortunately, the KJV and RSV translations, (“Let the waters bring forth…”), are 

misleading. The canonical form of the verb ִיְשְרצּו (yishrətzu) is ָשַרץ ((((((sharatz) meaning 

“it teemed” or “it swarmed”. This root and its variations occur multiple times in the 

Hebrew Bible including, but not limited to, Exo 1:7 and 8:3; Psalm 105:30. 

This verse also exhibits an interesting construction – the use of the verb sharatz 

with its cognatelix noun ֶשֶרץ (sheretz) – literally, swarm with swarming things. Usually 

this stem refers to movement, especially the darting and chaotic movement of groups of 

small creatures such as swarms of ants, schools of fish, bats, and so forth. However, the 

purposeful expression, swarms of swarming things, surely is meant to express abundant 

fertility (cf Exodus 1:7). 
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soar above: The Hebrew text uses an intensive form of the verb meaning to “fly 

about” (ְיעֹוֵפף - yəopheph) instead of the simple Qal. The idea, then, is to emphasize 

abundance. 

living creatures: This phrase,  ֶש ַחָיהֶנפ  (nephesh hayyah), means literally 

“animate life” lx. This makes sense since animate life was understood by the ancient 

Hebrews to be distinct from plant life. While plant life is manifestly alive, the ancient 

Hebrews considered plants to be inanimate. This term also reoccurs in 1:24, this time in 

reference to land animals. Here it refers only to water creatures, 

across: Literally, “over the face of” (ַעל־ְפֵני – alpənei). The viewpoint is from an 

observer standing on the surface of the earth looking upward and seeing flying creatures 

crisscrossing over (or in front of) the face of the skies. 

Genes is  1 :21  

And God created the great sea monsters, and every creeping 
living thing that swarms [in] the water according to its 
kind, and every winged f lying creature according to its 
kind. And God saw it was good.  

(Schroeder) The first creation shaped an undifferentiated world. The second 

creation began on the fifth day and relates to the creation of the animals. This was not the 

creation of their bodies – those were made from the already existing material – but the 

creation of the wholly ethereal nefesh, the soul of animal life. The nefesh gives animals a 

level of choice and motion not found in plants. The nefesh is totally self-centered, driven 

toward maximizing pleasure, survival, and progeny. The world, according to the nefesh’s 

view, is there to be exploited for the self’s own needs. 
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 (Sarna – Story) The book of Genesis has no reference to the idea of creation from 

struggle. In 1:21, God created the great sea-monsters that in other stories contended with 

the gods, i.e., were rivals. In the Creation Week, these “sea-monsters” are understood as 

His own creatures not at all on par with God. 

Then God created This phrase is derived from the Hebrew phrase  ִַיְבָרא ֱאֹלִהיםו  

(vayyivra Elohim). The word, vayyivra is little more than a special grammatical formlxi 

of the verb bara used for divine creation. In this book, both bara and vayyivra can be 

considered largely interchangeable. 

the great sea monsters: The strange phrase, ֶאת־ַהַּתִּניִנם ַהְגֹדִלים (et-hattanninim 

haggədolim) is thought by many Bible scholars (insert Sarna and Friedman references 

here) as expressing an unspoken anti-pagan polemic. The Hebrew word translated as “the 

monsters” (hatanninim) is the singular form of ַּתִּנין (tannin). This word and in this and 

other forms appears in Canaanite myths from Ugarit, together with Leviathan, as the 

name of a primeval dragon-god who assisted Yam (Sea) in an elemental battle against 

Baal, the god of fertility. Fragments of this myth, in a transformed Israelite version, 

surface in several biblical poetic texts in which the forces of evil in this world are 

figuratively identified with Tannin (Dragon), the embodiment of the chaos that God was 

seen to destroy in this creation story.  

That God created the great sea monsters late in the process (the fifth day), the 

narrative removes any hint of divinity. However, when we look at the use of tannin in the 

whole of the Hebrew Bible, we see that tannin had come to symbolize evil and wickedness 
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– especially of mankind and Israel. In other words, for the first time in any creation myth, 

evil is demoted to the created order, not the divine. 

(Friedman) Tannin is generally understood to refer to some giant serpent-like 

creatures that were formed at creation but later destroyed, associated with the monsters 

Rahab (Isa 51:9) or Leviathan (Isa 27:1). Later, Aaron’s staff (and the Egyptian magicians’ 

staffs) turns into such a creature (not merely a snake!) at the Egyptian court (Exodus 7:9-

12) 

Genes is  1 :22 -23  

And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and 
fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the 
earth. And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth 
day. 

Just as the creation of the heavenly bodies on the fourth day corresponds to the 

creation of light on the first day, so the creation of birds and fishes on the fifth day 

matches the division of the waters by the expanse on the second day. The standard 

formulae reappear except for “and it was so.” Though LXX includes this phrase, it is 

unlikely to be original, for its inclusion disturbs the sevenfold patterning (cf. above). This 

is the first time the additional divine word takes the form of a blessing (1:22, cf 1:28) 

instead of a naming (vv 5, 8, 10). Westermann regards the mention of the birds as a later 

addition to an account which originally dealt only with sea creatures. 

And God blessed them: Note how here (and in 1:28, 2:3, and 5:2) a statement 

about God’s blessing, ), immediately follows divine creation. The blessing barakh( lxiiָבַרְך

from God is one of the great unifying themes of Genesis. God blesses animals (1:22), 

mankind (1:28), the Sabbath (2:3), Adam (5:2), Noah (9:1) and frequently the patriarchs 
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(12:3, 17:16, etc.,). God’s blessing is most obvious in the gift of children, as this is often 

coupled with “being fruitful and multiplying.” But all aspects of biblical life receive and 

express God’s blessings – crops, families, and nations (Deuteronomy 28:1-14). 

Be fruitful and multiply: This is the blessing conferred on the fish and the 

birds instantiated previously. It is both a command and a promise that if they order their 

existence to  
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The Sixth Day 

Synopsis: 

This is the sixth and last of the creation events of the narrative. On this ‘day’, the 

narrative reaches its climax with the creation and blessing of mankind and the higher 

forms of life. But, mankind, unlike other forms of life, has been made in God’s image; a 

badge of divine authority conferring upon mankind the obligation to rule over all of God’s 

creation. This is unique in the ANE. In the Genesis creation story, the authority of God’s 

image is democratized across all of humanity. In the competing pagan mythologies, a 

god’s image is only conferred on a single ruler or king.  

Translation: 

And God said, "Let the earth, by itself , bring forth living 
creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and wild 
animals of the earth of every kind." And it was so. Thus, 
did God make the wild animals of the e arth of every kind, 
and domesticated beasts of every kind, and everything that 
creeps upon the ground of every kind. And God saw that it 
was good. 

Then God said, "Let us make humankind as our image, 
according to our likeness; that they may rule over the fi sh 
of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over 
every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth."  

So God created humankind as His image.  
As the image of God He created it.  

Male and female He created them 

And God blessed them. Then God said to them, "Be fruitful 
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and rule 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and 
over every living thing that moves upon the earth."  

God said, "See, I have given you every plant yielding seed 
that is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with 
seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And to 
every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and 
to everything that creeps on t he earth, everything that has 
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the breath of life, I have given every green plant for 
food." And it was so. 

God saw all that had been made and behold, it was very good. 
And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day . 

On this day, the climax of God’s creative activity is achieved -- the creation of 

mankind and its installation as God’s vice-regent on earth. Surprisingly, the creation of 

mankind is different than all of God’s other creations in three ways! First, God announces 

His intention to create mankind. None of God’s other creations was so heralded. Second, 

God announces His purpose behind mankind’s creation. Third, God announces what He 

will bestow on mankind in order that it may fulfill its divinely ordained purpose. 

Once mankind was created, God more clearly defines the scope of mankind’s 

dominion. In the announcement God simply sets the scope of mankind as dominion over 

all living things. After its creation mankind’s dominion over all living things is expanded 

to include God’s inanimate creations. And here, the author reveals a surprising 

distinction: where mankind is commanded to subjugate the earth (a metaphor for the 

inanimate constituents of God’s creation such as the earth, water, wind, and fire), 

mankind must rule the living with justness and compassion. To accomplish these two 

ends, God instructs mankind to increase its population. By doing so, the text reveals, they 

will be able to meet the second objective – to exercise dominion over God’s living 

creations. 

At this point, God’s ceases all creative activity and delivers a very curious epithet. 

Where before He described His creations as ‘good’, at the end of this day, God looks back 

“on all He had made” (asah) and judges His work to have been very good. Didn’t God 

know that all would be ‘good’? The answer of course is… no! He did not know because, 
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like the third day, God once again commands nature to bring forth the living things and 

nature is limited by the laws of biology, chemistry, and physicslxiii. 

Remember that on the third day God commanded the earth to create trees that 

continuously made and bore fruit, rather than create them Himself. Nature complies and 

produces fruit trees that are manifestly not what God initially described. Nevertheless, 

God judged the fruit trees as good. Now, on the sixth day, like the third, God once again 

rolls the dice and commands nature to create animal life. Not knowing what outcome to 

expect, He is evidently pleased and judges his work as very good. 

Genes is  1 :24 -25  

And God said, "Let the earth itself bring forth living 
beings of every kind: cattle and creeping things and life of 
the earth of every kind." And it was so.  And God made the 
wild animals of the earth of every kind, and the cattle of 
every kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of 
every kind. And god saw that it was good.  

Let the earth itself bring forth: This verse mirrors the creation of vegetation 

on the third-day in which God also commanded nature to bring forth vegetation. As on 

the third day, God commands nature to create the living things by saying ּתֹוֵצא ָהָאֶרץ 

(totzei haaretz). In this verse the verb totzei (bring forth), is expressed as the causative or 

hiphil stem (see Genesis 1:11). 

Genes is  1 :26  

Then God said, “let us make mankind as our image according 
to our likeness - that they may rule over the fish of the 
sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the c attle, and 
over all the beasts of the earth, and over every creeping 
thing creeping upon the earth 
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The controversies raised by the translation and theological uncertainties of this 

verse are legion. The particular translation above reflects my understanding of the 

Hebrew text and is quite radical when compared to almost all other English translations. 

On the other hand, the meaning expressed in my translation is quite normative.  

As for the specific controversies, they are: 

1. What is meant by the use of the plural form “Let us…” 

2. Would the phrase, “in our…” better expressed as “as our…”? 

3. What does the Hebrew word, tzelem (commonly translated as 

‘image’), mean in the context of this verse. 

Let us…: What are we to make of this curious construction? Why does the author 

represent God as a plural subject? Is there more than one God?  

The most popular explanation is that God is speaking His heavenly court – His 

seraphim, cherubin, and angelslxiv. A second, less well accepted thesis explains this verse 

as illustrating the “plural of deliberation”. This construction arises, say its supporters, 

when the speaker is conferring or consulting with himself as in Isaiah 6:8, 2 Samuel 

24:14, or Genesis 11:7. The Isaiah and Samuel texts are particularly noteworthy in that the 

verses contain both plural and singular predicates. However, in both of these texts an 

audience can be inferred – In Isaiah the audience is explicitly shown to be in God’s 

presence. In the Genesis text the audience can be inferred (as in this verse, 1:26). 

I do not claim to completely understand the rationale for the “plural of 

deliberation”, and therefore am not inclined to prefer it over the explanation advanced by 
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Philo and majority of scholars, that God is addressing His heavenly court. The existence 

of a heavenly court would be entirely consistent with Isaiah 6:8 and Genesis 11:7. For 

example, consider Isaiah 6:8. A perfectly equivalent paraphrase might be something like 

“Whom shall I send [on behalf of myself and my heavenly court]? Here am I; send 

me!”lxv Phrased this way, the meaning of the paraphrase is identical to the actual text. 

Does the existence of a heavenly court imply polytheism? Again, most scholars 

would argue otherwise for nowhere in the Hebrew scriptures do we find members of the 

heavenly court engaging in divine acts (creation, redemption, etc.). And nowhere are 

members of the court compared as equivalent to mankind. Finally, the use of the singular 

verb form of divine creation (vayyivra and bara) are explicitly singular – members of the 

heavenly court played no role in the creation of mankind. 

Nevertheless, the existence of the heavenly court certainly seems to be related to 

general idea of polytheism; especially as a polemic against the polytheism of the cultures 

surrounding the ancient Hebrews. In contrast to the other creation accounts, the Hebrew 

Bible portrays members of the court as servants of the one God – guardians like the 

seraphim and the cherubim, or messenger angels such as appeared to Abraham (Gen 

18:2, 22; 19:1) and to Joshua (Joshua 5:13-15). By making members of the court 

subservient to God and without any power except as granted by God, this story 

constitutes a repudiation of polytheism. 

make: God announces His intention to make (vayyaas) mankind. As will be 

recalled, vayyaas is a form of asah, a general and commonly used verb for make. Unlike 

the verbs of divine creation (bara, vayyivra) which is reserved to God, the authors use 
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vayyaas to describe ‘making’ by both God and man. Interestingly, note that in 1:26, God 

announces His intention to make (vayyaas) mankind. Then, in the next (verse1:27) God 

makes (vayyivra) mankind. Why is this? 

The best guess is that vayyaas, a verb broadly meaning ‘make’, semantically 

includes the creative activities of both God and man. In this text, God uses the general 

term for ‘make’ when speaking to His court. But, when He actually creates mankind, He 

uses His divine creative ability, vayyivra -- a more specific verb. In this way, the author 

conveys the idea that mankind is a direct creation of God. 

mankind: The usual translation of the Hebrew noun, ָאָדם (adam), is the English 

word ‘man’ (e.g., KJV, NAS, NIV, RSV). This translation is arguably misleading. When 

translated as ‘man’, the text can be (and has been!) misconstrued in two significant ways: 

first, adam has been translated as the proper name, Adam. There is some superficial 

grammatical support for this translation that I’ll describe below. The second 

misunderstanding, and much more damaging, is to understand adam as meaning the 

male gender of the human species. Neither is correct.  

In Hebrew, like English, proper nouns do not take the definite article. For example, 

one never expresses something like “Let’s ask the Bob to drive tonight”. In the Hebrew 

language the definite article is always prefixed to the noun it describes using the word  ַה 

(hah). In the Hebrew of 1:26, the word for man in this sentence, ָאָדם (adam), bears no 

such prefix and therefore is either an indefinite noun or a proper noun (a name) as in 

Adam. Which is it? 
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Context gives us the answer. When we read the next sentence, “that they may 

rule…”, we see that adam cannot be a proper noun since it is the antecedent of the plural 

pronoun, ‘they’. In other words, it would make no sense for the author to have written, 

“Let us make Adam … that they may rule …” 

Finally, when the definite article is omitted, adam can also be translated as a 

collective noun meaning mankind or “human beings”. To know which to select is 

dependent upon context. For example, in 1:26-27 and 5:1-2, adam is grammatically 

bound to plural verbs and suffixes. Hence, adam as mankind is the proper choice. 

Theologically, because adam in this verse is best translated as mankind, the author is 

categorically claiming that both male and female persons are included in God’s creative 

act. 

as [our image]: This section deals with whether the translation of 1:26-27 

should use the preposition ‘as’ or ‘in’. Most English bibles use ‘in’lxvi, so the use of ‘as’ 

merits a strong argument. As will be seen, the choice of preposition shapes one of the 

most substantive claims in all of Judaism and Christianity – that we are, in some way, 

representative of God. 

The controversy of which preposition to use arises from the translation of a single 

Hebrew word ְבַצְלֵמנּו (bətzalmeinu) where the preposition in question is its prefix,  ְב (bə). 

In the large majority of cases bə is correctly translated as ‘in’. However, in certain less 

frequent circumstances the preposition bə refers to the essencelxvii of its object and not its 

spatial relationship with its object. For example, study the following two example 

sentences: 
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1.  Bill is in a shadow. 

2.  Bill is as a shadow. 

In the first sentence, we understand Bill to be inside, under, within, or covered by, 

a shadow – perhaps Bill is under a beach umbrella. In this case, the preposition ‘in’ 

conveys a spatial relationship between him and a shadow meaning that Bill is separate 

and distinct from the shadow. Nor is Bill a shadow. By contrast, the second example 

suggests that Bill resembles a shadow in some way. Depending on context, we might 

understand Bill to be dark, or stealthy, or ephemeral. Thus, in the second sentence above, 

the preposition ‘as’ conveys the idea that Bill exhibits some essence of a shadow. The 

table below categorizes some common prepositions according to the sort of relationship 

they have with their object. 

Basis of Relationship Example Prepositions 

Spatial, physical In, under, on, beside, within 

Essence, “type of” as, like 

In Hebrew, bə can convey either a spatial relationship (e.g., in,under, on) or an 

essence relationship (e.g., like or as). Which one depends on grammar and context to 

which we now turn. 

When bə refers to the essence of its object, grammarians call this the beth essentiae 

or the bet of essence. A bet of essence is usually translated using ‘as’, ‘like’, “according 

to”, or similar wordings (see table above). So, how do we know that the bə as used in 

bətzalmeinu is a bet of essence? 
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Grammatically, a bet of essence should always be considered when the object of bə 

is a predicate nounlxviii. For example, in the sentence from a previous example above,  

Bill is as a shadow 

The word ‘shadow’ is a predicate noun because it describes the subject noun, Bill. 

Were we to translate this example into biblical Hebrew, we would translate the 

preposition ‘as’ to be a bet of essence. Why? Because Bill somehow reflects the essence of 

a shadow. 

Exodus 18:4 presents snippet of text with a predicate noun to which is prefixed the 

preposition, bə: 

יב ְּ ִר ְז ֶע י  ִב י ָא ֹלֵה י־ֱא  ִכ
as-my-help  my-father  For-the-God-of  

You probably recognize bə as a bet of essence, hence its translation to ‘as’ instead 

of ‘in’. The predicate noun in this sentence is ‘my-help’ and redefines or in some way 

describes God. As an aside, this verse is often translated as “The God of my father [was] 

my help”. The literal Hebrew is probably better rendered as “For the God of my father 

[was] as my help.” However, in this text, the ‘as’ and the verb ‘was’ are redundant in 

which case the translators rightly decided to drop the prepositionlxix. 

Now, let’s ask whether bə in 1:26 is a bet of essence? In English we have…  

Let us make mankind bə our image 
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The question is: Do we translate bə to mean ‘in’ or to mean ‘as’? For the latter, we 

must show that the words ‘our image’ constitute a predicate noun. Here is the relevant 

text of Genesis 1:26 again 

Let us make mankind bəour image. 

In this sentence our-image renames or describes mankind. To make this more 

clear, we can add back in the implied verb, ‘to be’ yielding: 

Let us make mankind [to be] as our image.  

Like the previous example (see Exodus 18;4, above), “to be” and ‘as’ are redundant 

and so either can be removed – or not. This leaves three equally valid alternatives: 

Let us make mankind to be as as our image 

Let us make mankind to be as our image 

Let us make mankind as as our image 

Eliminating the redundancy in either of the three alternatives yields 

Let us make mankind as our image 

Finally, Genesis 5:3 suggests that bə in verses 1:26-27 should be translated as a bet 

of essence. In 5:3 the son of Adam, Sheth is described using image (tzelem) and likeness 

(dəmut). But this time, the preposition prefixed to tzelem is  ְכ (kaf) which is the standard 

preposition for ‘as’ or ‘like’.  

Genesis 5:3 ַצְלמֹוכ ְּ   
Genesis 

ַצְלֵמנּוב ְּ 1:26  
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In other words, the preposition bə used in 1:26-27 is interchangeable with kaf, the 

more common preposition meaning ‘as’. 

So, why is ‘in’ so prevalent? Probably because 90% of the time, ‘in’ is the best and 

correct translation of this preposition. However, its theological implications are 

interesting. A topic to which we now turn. 

Theologians and biblical scholars have spilled oceans of ink debating what are the 

attributes of God implied by this phrase. In other words, even though the English reads 

“in His image”, most of us discuss and understand its meaning to be that we carry a 

likeness or some essence of the divine. My translation to “as His image” justifies and 

makes explicit that which has been widely, although implicitly, understood. 

image: The Hebrew word from which image is translated comes from the Hebrew 

compound word, bətzalmeinu – a word not well understood (a nice way of saying that its 

meaning is controversial). A prodigious amount of research has been done to understand 

the meaning of this word and the corresponding literature is endless. 

 The controversy orbits around the meaning of the root word of bətzalmeinu, the 

noun ֶצֶלם (tzelem). The meaning of tzelem is neither consistently attested in Holy 

Scripture nor in other languages cognate with Hebrew. Of the seventeen instances of its 

use, three of the verses rightly understand tzelem as various kinds of physical images -- of 

boils (1 Sam 6:5), of men (Ezek 16:17), or of idols (Num 33:52). But in the other six verses 

in which tzelem is used, its translation to ‘image’ is tenuous. Indeed, when the context of 
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these other verses -- Psalms 39:7, 73:20 and Genesis 1:26-27, 5:3, 9:6 -- are taken into 

consideration the common understanding of tzelem as ‘image’ is manifestly too narrow. 

So, let’s look more broadly at these seven uses of tzelem without any 

preconceptions. Accordingly, in the verses that follow, we will read ‘tzelem’ where the 

English bibles use image or some other rendering. 

 First, we have Genesis 1:26-27: 

1:26a Let Us make mankind as Our tzelem according to Our 
likeness… 

In the first clause of 1:26, we learn that mankind is to be made as God’s tzelem. No 

other creature bears this distinction. Clearly, being God’s tzelem is the hallmark of 

mankind. Mankind’s unique position among God’s created life strongly suggests that He 

has a purpose in mind and to fulfill that purpose requires that mankind be as a tzelem of 

God. We learn from this text that, in the context of this verse, tzelem must confer upon 

mankind a set of attributes that permit (or enable) this purpose. 

The second clause of 1:26a, “according to our likeness…” is ambiguous. Likeness to 

what? In this verse, the word likeness (dəmut, in Hebrew) could refer either to mankind 

or to tzelem. In other words, we have two mutually exclusive alternatives: In the first 

alternative, mankind is like God by virtue of its possession of God’s tzelem. In this 

alternative, God’s tzelem might be viewed as a token or a badge. 
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In the second alternative, God’s tzelem is a token given uniquely to mankind and 

to no other life form. In either case, mankind is given an object belonging to God. In the 

latter interpretation, all life forms have a tzelem, but only mankind’s resembles God’s. 

In any case, 1:26b clarifies the role that mankind is to play (to rule) and that as 

God’s tzelem, mankind is uniquely given that role.  

1:26b …that they may rule over [all living things of the 
earth]. 

In this context, tzelem could be understood as a mark or badge of authoritylxx. We 

now have a sense for one of the characteristics of being God’s tzelem – the charter and 

ability to rule over all living things. In this sense, any tzelem could be associated with any 

number of attributes such as a sense of responsibility, leadership, initiative, strength of 

character. And, while we still cannot know how to translate tzelem into English from this 

single verse, the text seems to suggest quite clearly that by virtue of being God’s tzelem 

mankind is able and expected to rule.  

What can other verses and their contexts tell us about the meaning of tzelem? 

Genesis 5:3 contains the next occurrence of tzelem. Here we learn that Adam’s son, 

Sheth, was born with the tzelem of his father. 

When Adam had lived one hundred thirty years, he became the 
father of a son as his likeness accor ding to his tzelem, and 
named him Seth 

The most obvious lesson from 5:3 is that tzelem is something that is passed from 

generation to generationlxxi. Clearly, tzelem cannot be understood as a physical ‘image’ 

since it is biologically and topologically impossible for a child to be an identical image of 
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its parents. While we learn little about what tzelem means, the context here suggests that 

tzelem has little or nothing to do with physical resemblance. Keeping in mind the idea 

that tzelem is a badge of authority, we can imagine such a badge passing from generation 

to generation. 

Next, in Genesis 9:6 we read that to shed the blood of someone who possesses 

God’s tzelem warrants capital punishment.  

Whoever sheds the blood of a man, by a man shall his blood 
be shed; for as his own tzelem God made mankind. 

This text does not reconcile the controversy of whether tzelem means ‘image’ or 

something else. However, that issue does not seem to be in the author’s view here. 

Rather, the murder of someone who serves as (or possesses) God’s tzelem warrants 

capital punishment. In other words, we learn that to be a tzelem of God connotes 

something of great value. Nahum Sarna correctly suggests, I believe, that tzelem, no 

matter how translated, is something God values and values infinitelylxxii.  

But then in Psalm 39:2-6 we read, 

I said, "I will guard my ways that I may not sin with my 
tongue; I will keep a muzzle on my mouth as long as the 
wicked are in my presence." 2 I was silent and still; I held 
my peace to no avail; my distress  grew worse, 3 my heart 
became hot within me. While I mused, the fire burned; then I 
spoke with my tongue:  4 "LORD, let me know my end, and what 
is the measure of my days; let me know how fleeting my life 
is. 5 You have made my days a few handbreadths, and  my 
lifetime is as nothing in your sight. Surely everyone stands 
as a mere breath. Selah.  

6 As a tzelem everyone goes accordingly. But they are in 
turmoil over nothing; they heap up [wealth], but do not know 
[what will become of it]” lxxiii 
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The context here is that King David has taken ill and believes he is about to die. 

This psalm, then, is his reflection on the shortness and futility of life. Man is ephemeral, 

sings David. One minute they are here and the next they are gone. They make trouble for 

themselves and spend their lives accumulating wealth yet after death it is of no account to 

them. It’s unclear what the author meant by tzelem. This text makes perfect sense if 

tzelem is read as reflecting a life in which everyone goes about their daily lives as robots, 

without thought or purpose. Here the connotation of an automaton seems especially apt. 

Finally, in Psalm 73, the psalmist asks the question why do the wicked prosper? In 

verse 20 we learn what God thinks of them: 

They are like a dream when one awakes; o n awaking You 
despise their tzelems. 

The wicked, it seems, vanish because God despises their tzelem. Like characters in 

a dream, writes the psalmist, the wicked vanish as if they never existed. This would have 

been a terrible and frightening fate for the ancient Hebrews who first heard this poem. 

What do we learn from this verse? Metaphorically, the psalmist tells us that among 

the many ways in which God may judge His people, both good and bad, the tzelem is an 

important criterion. A wicked person is one whose tzelem is offensive to God for reasons 

we cannot discern from the text. However, given that being God’s tzelem comes with 

obligations these obligations must not have been fulfilled. What are those obligations? In 

addition to ruling over living things, an obvious obligation from this text is not to be 

wicked. Therefore, to be God’s tzelem means we must rule as described in 1:26 and not be 

wicked. 
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Let’s summarize so far: 

1. Mankind is created as God’s tzelem (Gen 1:26-27). 

2. Dominion over all living things is strongly implied with being the tzelem 

of God (Gen 1:26, cf Psalm 8:4-8) 

3. The tzelem is inherent (i.e., passed from generation to generation (Gen 

5:3)). 

4. To murder a person is anathema to God because the murdered person is 

His tzelemlxxiv (Gen 9:6). God values those who are as His tzelem. 

5. Unknown. However, there may be the implication that a disordered 

tzelem leading to a life without thought or purpose is a recipe for 

disaster. (Psalm 39:6) 

6. God judges people by their tzelems (Psalm 73:20) 

We learn from all of these verses, including the ones in which tzelem is reasonably 

translated into the English word, ‘image’, that the Hebraic understanding of tzelem is 

much broader than mere physical likeness. There also seems to be a functional meaning. 

To possess the tzelem of God seems to confer great responsibility and great value.  

Most scholars do not view man as physically modeling God. Rather, they seem to 

understand God’s tzelem to be a reflection of His moral and intellectual capacities. As a 

reflection, the word ‘image’ could be appropriate. No matter how translated, though, to 

be tzelem of God marks mankind as qualitatively distinct from the rest of God’s creation. 

In other words, while we evolved according to the same principles as the rest of life on 

earth, God thought to endow us with qualities He alone possessed – these qualities, 
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whatever they may be constitute the tzelem we are to be. A reasonable guess as to what 

those qualities are might be are simply those qualities that make for a good ruler. Such 

qualities might be, but are not limited to: 

 Self-awareness, the consciousness of our own mortality, and the ability to 

contemplate (and respond to) the consequences of our actions. 

 A moral sense, i.e., the urge to establish norms of right and wrong. For 

example, in mankind, the emotions of joy, sadness, and anger stimulate a 

moral impulse; a conscious effort to define the behaviors that lead to these 

emotions as either good or evil, right or wrong. Thus, possessing the tzelem 

of God renders humans judgmental -- for good or bad. Because only 

mankind is God’s tzelem, all other created life is amoral – they pursue their 

own ends unguided by God’s tzelem. 

 Related to morality, being a tzelem of God endows humans with a sense of 

sacrifice and a willingness to sacrifice for others (altruism). Leaders and 

rulers, in the best sense of the word, serve those they rule. Good leaders are 

able to sacrifice to fulfill their obligation to serve. 

 Finally, being a tzelem of God is a binding to the Creator, as a child is bound 

to its parents (gen 5:3). Thus, for a person to order their life in ways 

inconsistent with leadership and responsibility, is tantamount to rejecting 

the role of being a tzelem of God. 

that they may rule: The word I translate as ‘That they may rule’ is from the 

Hebrew word ְוִיְרּדּו (vəyirdu) whose root means “he ruled”lxxv. In this verse, vəyirdu can 
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be translated either as “let them rule” or “that they may rule”. The issue here is not so 

much the definition of the word, but whether God’s phrasing constitutes a command. 

And, here, once again a little grammar can help us. 

In this verse, vəyirdu is a verb in the jussive mood -- by which grammarians mean 

that it can be translated as a volitional or an imperative action. Furthermore, whether a 

jussive verb is volitional or imperative depends, by and large, on the relationship between 

the parties involved. If the speaker is a superior, the verb is assumed to be an imperative 

and is often expressed as they shall/may <do something>. On the other hand, if the 

relationship is one of equals, the jussive is viewed to be volitional and in the form of “let 

them <do something>”. 

In this verse, the relationship between God (the speaker) and His heavenly court is 

not that of equals, but as a superior (God) to His subordinates (the heavenly court). I 

believe, therefore, that vəyirdu is best translated as that they may rule. Can a superior 

express a desire to an underling without the wish being interpreted as a command? 

Certainly, but if we’re bound to God’s will, His wish is surely our command and this, I 

believe, is the reason why God’s jussives to His people are best understood as commands. 

By contrast, the NSRV, JPS, KJV, NIV, NAS, and the RSV translate vəyirdu as a 

volitional action; an action in which God’s created order allows for mankind to determine 

for itself whether to ‘rule’ or not. However, the grammar does not, I believe, warrant this 

interpretation. 

Genes is  1 :27  
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So God created humankind as his image; according to His 
likeness He created it; male and female H e created them. And 
God blessed them 

God created: 

He created it: 

male and female He created them: 

Genes is  1 :28  

God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth  and subdue it; and rule  over 
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over 
every living thing that moves upon the earth."  

God blessed them: 

subdue it: 

rule over: 

Genes is  1 :29  

God said, "See, I have given you every plant yielding seed 
that is upon the face of all the earth, and every  tree with 
seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food.  

 

Genes is  1 :30  

And to every beast of the earth, and to  every bird of the 
air, and to everything that creeps on the earth,  everything 
that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant 
for food." And it was so. 

Genes is  1 :31  

God saw all that had been made and behold , it was very good. 
And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. 



 

~ 109 ~ 

 

made: The verb from which this word is translated is asah, the general verb for 

made. We have encountered this verb before in verse 1:11 and learned that asah and bara 

both mean made or created, but bara means divinely created. In the Hebrew Bible, only 

God uses bara, not mortals. This is important in this text and those that are to follow (esp 

2:2) because between these two verses, God seems to be making a distinction between 

that which was divinely created (light and mankind) and the rest of His creations. 

the sixth day: For reasons lost to history, no one has a good idea why the sixth 

day is qualified with the definite article, ‘the’. All of the other days translate to “a day” or 

simply ‘day’. 

The Seventh Day 

Synopsis: 

Creation is completed on the sixth day and marked with phrase “And there was 

evening and there was morning, the sixth day.” This is important because, unlike the 

previous six days of creation, the seventh is not terminated! With this in mind, note that 

the seventh day is blessed and made sacred not because it marks the end of the creation 

story but because it is the beginning of mankind’s reign over God’s creation.  

Translation 

Thus the creation of the heavens and the earth were completed, 

including all their hosts. By the seventh day Elohim had completed 

all the work that He had begun. On the seventh day, He abstained from 

all the work that he had accomplished. So Elohim blessed the seventh 

day then made it holy, because by that day Elohim had finished all the 

work that He had begun in creation 

Before presenting the specifics of the translation and the justification for the word 

choices, the translations of some of the more well-known commercial Bibles (but not all) 
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bear some explanation. For example, the KJV and NRS translations of Genesis 2:1-2 have 

God completing His work on the seventh day and then resting. In other words, these two 

Bibles assert that God worked on the seventh day and then stopped! 

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of 
them. And on the seventh day God ended his work which he had made; 
and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had 
made (KJV). 

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their 
multitude. And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had 
done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had 
done (NRS). 

A plain reading of the KJV’s or NRS’s text describe God’s work as ending on the 

seventh day followed by resting. God worked on the seventh day if only to tie up loose 

ends. By contrast, the NIV differs substantially. Its claim is that God finished on the sixth 

day and rested on the seventh: 

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast 
array. 2  By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been 
doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work (NIV). 

The difference between the NIV and the KJV/NRS Bibles arise from the Hebrew 

grammar. In the KJV and NRS versions, the translators chose to render the Hebrew verb 

 as a simple, English past tense verb (“ended” or “finished”, respectively). By (yəkhal) ְיכל

contrast, the NIV translators rendered yəkhal into the English past perfect tense (“had 

finished”). Recall how, from the discussion of the past perfect tense used in Genesis 1:1-2, 

the author used the past perfect tense of “to be” (had been) to describe a primordial 

substrate already present when God performed His first creative act – the creation of 

light. 
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In these verses, the NIV translators took a similar approach and used the past 

perfect tense, “had finished”, to express the idea that God had completed His work on the 

sixth day, not the seventh day. Unfortunately, the problem with the NIV’s rendering, 

while faithful to conventional wisdom, is its lack of grammatical support. The grammar 

rules for translating a past perfect from any arbitrary Hebrew verb vary in their certainty. 

Zevitt’s rule (used in Genesis 1:1-2), for example, is quite definite and a translator can be 

reasonably confident that translating a sentence that follows Zevitt’s rule into a past 

perfect is correct. 

Another alternative, not discussed in this book, is subject-verb ordering. This is 

somewhat of an informal rule, but when a Hebrew sentence occurs with the subject first, 

the translator should check whether the context suggests a past perfect. Unfortunately, 

this rule doesn’t apply here because all of the verses exhibit normal, verb-first ordering. 

Gordon J. Wenham and many, if not most, modern scholars recognize that 

translations like the KJV and NRS incorrectly suggest that God actually worked on the 

seventh day5. However, changing it to be more explicit, he argues, spoils the threefold 

repetition of “seventh” – such is the importance of the seven-fold numerology of the 

narrative. Wenham observes that the text of Genesis 17:22, 49:33, and Exodus 40:33 are 

semantically parallel to the closing verses of Genesis 1, but they use a past perfect 

construction. Accordingly, translators should recognize the semantic parallelism of these 

other verses and render Genesis 2:1-3 as if constructed as a past perfect. My translation 

follows Wenham’s suggestion and expresses the past perfect where necessary. As 

                         

5 (Wenham, 1987) p. 35 
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Wenham and other suggest, this allows translations to preserve the three- fold emphasis 

of the repetition (and emphasis) of the “seventh day”. 

Genes is  2 :1 -2  

… and were completed (ֻכּלּו יְׁ  (kala) ָכָלה vayəkhullu): The root of vayəkhullu is ו 

and is associated with completion. In this particular form (its pual stem), the emphasis 

of yəkhalis placed on the completion of all six steps of creation. More specifically, its 

connotation carries with it the idea of the process having been completed in full2). For 

example, this verb is never used to describe the actions of a person who arrives at a 

certain point in a process and suspends his or her activity. In other words, while the 

worker may be finished for the time being, the process is not complete and one would not 

expect to find yəkhal describing the worker’s status. Elsewhere, this verb is used to 

describe the completion of the temple (2 Chronicles 8:16), of speaking (Gen 17:22), of 

eating (1 Kings 1:41), of harvesting (Ruth 2:21) and so forth. 

… and all their hosts: often translated as “in all their array”, the Hebrew phrase 

in question, ם ָבָאָֽ ָכל־צְׁ  is viewed by scholars3) as a figure of speech called (vəkhol shəvaam) וְׁ

a Zeugma (also sometimes referred to as a Syllepsis). Here are two examples: 

 Eggs and oaths are soon broken 

 He took his hat and his leave. 

The word shəvaam would normally apply only to hashamayeem (the heavens), 

since the hosts (as in heavenly hosts) is tightly associated with heaven. Here, 

however, shəvaam is applied also to haaretz (the earth) as well. 
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In the context of the ANE, the use of this figure of speech, makes concrete the 

Semitic perception that the number seven as the epitome of perfection. In biblical Hebrew 

the idea of perfection does not mean without error. It means complete. A process is 

perfected when it is completed and that is precisely the sense that the imagery of the 

seven days means to convey.
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…and He ceased ( תֹ בֹּ ִישְׁ ת vayyeeshbot): the root of this verb is ,ו   .(shabbat)   ָשב 

The meaning of this verb, however, depends on its stem. Only in the Qal stem does it 

mean “he rested”. In its other forms (the Pual stem in this case, but also the Niphil and 

Hiphil stems), its meaning is “he ceased”, “he abstained”, “he severed”, “he put an end-to”, 

and so forth. Completion, not rest, is clearly in view. 

In this respect, Cassuto points out that while ceasing one’s work may indeed result 

in rest132, there is no meaningful reason to assume that this is always the case, nor what 

was required here. A better assumption is to understand that to cease work after its 

completion is as likely a cause for expressions of satisfaction, if not outright exultation. 

This emphasis on completion coupled with its association with satisfaction of a job well 

done, suggests that perhaps the author is advancing the seventh day as a day of 

commemoration133. In this regard, many scholars suggest, as does Sarna134, that the 

creation story follows a seven day, “six-plus-one”, literary pattern in which the seventh 

day is qualitatively different than the previous six days. 

The distinctive character of the seventh day suggests that it serves two purposes. 

The first purpose is to serve as a literary coda. Charles Burkhat, a professor and musical 

theorist from Queens College in Great Britain, argues135 that codas serve to close off, say a 

sonata, by changing the momentum and trajectory of the piece. For example, where the 

main body might be compelling and forceful, the coda is often peaceful and 

 
 
 



contemplative. Codas, no matter how designed, set off the main body by being 

obviously distinctive in one or more ways. 

But codas serve a second purpose. They announce the end of the piece. The 

seventh day of creation, like a musical coda, announces the end of the symphony of 

creation by separating the reader from crescendo of the sixth day to the tranquility of 

the seventh. The change in narrative pace is linguistically jarring. And not without 

purpose. The abruptness we experience calls our attention to what we’ve just 

experienced. When reading through the six days of creation, its literary design has 

carried us inexorably forward to the sixth and final day. But now, on the seventh day the 

cadence is gone. The narrative trajectory has terminated and we find ourselves looking 

back and wondering what has just happened. 

And something is different, if not outright strange. In these two verses days one 

through six have been separated from the seventh by virtue of God’s change in activity. 

He actively creates on days one through six. On day seven the created world quiesces. 

God’s work has ceased and the turmoil of creation is gone. However, this particular 

separation event is not a creation event. The change of pace signals something 

altogether different and directs our attention away from the notion of creation and 

compels us to direct our reflections more deeply. What is the nature of the seventh day 

that sets it apart from the previous six days? Is the answer as simple as rest and 

relaxation? 

Certainly God ceases work on the seventh day, but this is a change in God’s 

behavior, not in the nature of the particular day. God’s inactivity on the seventh day 
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reveals nothing about the character of the seventh (or any other) day! More specifically, 

the distinction between the activity of creation and the inactivity that must follow. The 

transition from activity to inactivity occurs and the boundary between the sixth and 

seventh days. But this merely establishes a point in space136 and does not explain why 

the seventh day is different. The distinction between the work of creation and its 

cessation seem simply to be the means to an end. The idea of the seventh day as a day of 

rest , while important, seems to miss the point. Something else is going on. 

Genes is  2 :3  

So Elohim blessed the seventh day then made it holy , because 
by that day Elohim had finished all the work that He had begun in 
creation 

 

The biblical concept of blessing (yəvarekh, in this verse), as discussed earlier137, 

connotes the flourishing of that which is blessed. As will be remembered, a blessing is 

usually tranmitted from a person of greater status to one of lesser status (father to son, 

God to His chosen, etc.,). Blessings were both predictive (“you will flourish”) to 

descriptive (“you are flourishing”). In either case, the blessing is an explicit 

acknowledgement of favor on the part of the giver of the blessing. 

And here we run into a problem. Days, whether representing the passage of time 

or squares on a chessboard, are inanimate. They do not flourish. They are not fecund. 

What then might be the purpose of blessing the seventh day? 

The answer may reside in the Hebrew understanding of the word for curse (ָארר, 

arar) which, in biblical Hebrew, is the opposite of bless. In the Bible, to curse someone 
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or something is constrain or restrain it. Cursing, then, is synonymous with binding, 

blocking with obstacles, or rendering powerless to resist138. For example, the first use of 

curse occurs in Gen 3:17 when God informs Adam that He will curse the ground so that 

the soil will only produce thorns and thistles. The correct way to think of this is not that 

the ground is being “punished”, but that it is being constrained in a way as to require 

significant effort for Adam to eek out a living. 

This suggests that a blessing, given an appropriate context, can be understood as 

a prediction of (or description of) liberation. And this may well be the meaning that 

explains God’s purpose in blessing the seventh day. The seventh day is to be a day free 

from the curse of working to survive. In this context, the seventh day is not a day of rest 

or ceasing. Rather, it becomes a day whose purpose is other than to serve the 

requirements of life’s exigencies. It becomes a day for freedom. To express this in 

contemporary language, the seventh day is a day of vacation. 

Then made [the seventh day] holy: like blessing, we need to understand 

what it means to make a day holy. The Hebrew word for holy, דש ׂ  means to ,(qodesh) ק ֹ ֶ

set apart. Qodesh is also variously translated as hallowed, sanctified, consecrated, and so 

forth. In the Bible, and in other works of the ANE, there seems to be no limit on what 

can be made holy. In the various faith traditions, including the traditions of the pagan 

tribes surrounding the Hebrews, we find holy music, holy objects (e.g., idols), holy 

places, holy prayers, art, foods, gestures, and practices. But only in the Bible of the 

Hebrews is time – represented by the seventh day – made to stand apart. The faith 

literature of no other culture sanctifies time139. Why? 
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One reason might be that, as the commentary for the first day suggested, the 

Hebrew creation days represent linear time. Because the days never, ever repeat, 

important, significant events – events that will never, ever occur again, can at least be 

commemorated. In this sense, the seventh day is to be set aside for commemoration 

because it cannot be relived. The seventh day becomes, therefore, an occasion for 

reflection on what has transpired just as God reflects on His creative accomplishments 

at the close of the sixth day. 

We have, at last, a sense of purpose for the seventh day. God explicitly sets the 

day apart from the others to commemorate the six days of creation. By blessing the 

seventh day God relieves mankind of the obligations of the work week – if only for a day 

- that they might properly commemorate God and His achievements. As Cassuto writes: 

Every seventh day, without intermission since the days of Creation, 

serves as a memorial to the idea of creation of the world by the word 

of God… 

We now know, the cultures of the ANE, notably the Babylonians and Assyrians 

long before the ancient Hebrews appeared, also lived according to seven day cycles. 

Unlike the ancient Hebrews, however, the pagan cycles were tethered to, and reflected, 

the natural cycles of the moon. They set aside the seventh, fourteenth, twenty-first, and 

twenty-eighth days of the lunar months. These days were named the sabattu or sapattu 

(in their languages). Among the pagans, but especially the Babylonians, the sabattu 

were days of fasting, ill luck, days on which one avoided pleasure and events of great 

moment. These were days of propitiation; a day that provided the means by which the 

worshipper could petition for better treatment in the coming week. 
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By contrast, the seventh day, when it eventually became enshrined as the Jewish 

Sabbath, was completely independent of all ties to the cycles of nature. The Jewish 

Sabbath, like the seventh day of creation, was not tethered, but to nature’s Creator. Its 

calendar was completely dissociated from the cycles of the heavenly bodies, 

commemorating instead the achievements of the One who stood above and beyond 

mankind’s activities. For Israel, the seventh day became a day of peace and blessing, a 

day of joy and refreshment, a day on which the celebrant would put aside for the 

moment the requirement of toil and becoming, like God Himself, separated from the 

workaday world. At peace. Hallowed. Apart. 

The author, then, seeks to connect the idea of sanctification to the parallel 

between the accomplishments of human effort and the accomplishments of divine 

creation. In the author’s creation story, like the human work week, each day points to 

the next and ultimately to the seventh and last day. In God’s Sabbath model, and its 

parallel our work week, the six days of work point toward a special day of the week. 

Genes is  2 :4a  

These [ then] were the records of the heavens and the earth when 
they were created. 

 

There is a strong case to be made that the first clause of 2:4 (4a) is actually the 

last sentence of the first creation story and its last clause (4b) is the beginning of the 

second creation story – the story of Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden. While a 

number of well known and respected scholars argue that Genesis 2:4b is the beginning 

statement of the second creation story, support for this view is no longer widely 

accepted. 
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Of those who argue for the traditional view (that the complete verse constitutes 

the first verse of the second creation story), Friedmann observes that the Hebrew phrase 

these were the records (Heb; elle toldot) always introduces a list or a story of subsequent 

events. In this case, Friedmann understands elle toldot to refer to the subsequent events 

of the story of the Garden of Eden. But, Bruce Waltke disagrees citing Ruth 4:18 in 

which the author recounts the genealogy of David, looking back in history and 

enumerating David’s ancestors. Similarly, he argues that Genesis 2:4a, looks back and 

summarizes the events of the first creation story. 

There are also a number of literary consideration supporting 2:4b as the 

beginning of the second creation story. First, Westermann makes the argument that by 

viewing 2:4a as the conclusion of the first creation story, a narrative chiasm is formed as 

illustrated in the following table: 

 

Gen 1:1 When God first created the heavens and the earth 

Gen 1:2-2:3 Describes the six days of creation and the sabbath of the 7th 

 
Gen 2:4a 

These were the records of when the heavens and the earth 
were created. 

 

Note that 2:4a nicely brackets, repeats, and recalls the opening statement, 

Genesis 1:1. Second, Genesis 2:4b presents two literary features that argue for it being 

the first verse of the second creation story. First, note that the order of words “heaven” 

and “earth” are reversed. Compare 4a with 4b: 

Genesis 2:4a Genesis 2:4b 
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These were the records of 
the heavens and the earth 
when they were created. 

When the LORD God made 
earth and heavens … 

 

Why reverse the words? By putting the earth first, the author is likely 

emphasizing that the second creation story is principally concerned with terrestrial 

matters. Second, the author refers to God as “the LORD God”, quite distinct from how 

God is referenced in the first creation story, Elohim. These linguistic differences suggest 

to most scholars that Genesis 2:4a and 2:4b were written by two different authors 

Excurses 

Numerology And The Number Seven (7)  

The Hebrew text of the first creation story is of interest for more than its textual 

meaning. For example, I’ve been arguing, as have many scholars, that the first (and 

second) creation stories are narratives whose purpose was (is?) to reveal God’s truths 

and His will for all mankind, not provide a scientific and/or historical account of the 

formation of the universe. The major arguments, to that end, are the observations that 

(1) much of the text of the first creation story is contradicted by scientific, historical 

reality; (2) was written as a literary work designed to refute the commonly held pagan 

belief that nature created nature and, as such, constitutes the highest deity; and (3) 

much of the creation story incorporates literary figures, not just to express deeper 

theology but also to refute and demythologize the pagans’ pantheistic mythologies. 

It is to this third argument that we now turn by providing a concrete example of a 

widely-used ANE literary technique As to the latter, the author of the first creation story 
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uses a literary technique widely used by, and familiar to, authors throughout the ANE, 

namely, numerology. 

The word ‘numerology’ didn’t come into existence until the early 1900s when it 

was used to associate paranormal, mystical, and divinatory phenomena with the 

numerical values of letters and words in various written texts. This meaning is 

unfortunate because the ANE authors, including the Bible’s, were astute practitioners of 

numerological techniques completely unrelated to mystical phenomena.  

In ANE literature, numerology was widely practiced as a literary technique to 

convey or, more commonly, emphasis particular themes. It is an egregious 

misunderstanding of ANE literature generally, and the biblical text specifically, to 

believe that numerological phenomena were of divine or mystical origin. In fact, the 

construct of the biblical Hebrew alphabet and other Semitic languages were highly 

suited to constructing numerologically interesting texts1. 

Thus, books like Grant Jeffrey’s “The Signature of God” are just stupidly ignorant. 

In this book, Jeffrey asserts that the occurrence of the number seven throughout the 

first creation story is evidence of God’s hand and proves God’s existence and therefore 

the absolute of the biblical text. In fact, the numerology of seven that occurs in Genesis 1 

(and which we will examine in a moment) did not occur independent of the author. Just 

                         

1 The letters of the Hebrew alphabet, for example, have numerical 

value in addition to their normal textual, phonetic values.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Numerology
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as a poet chooses her words for their rhyme and rhythm, the words chosen by the author 

were chosen as much for the numerical values as their semantic value.  

So, let’s get to it. The great Jewish Bible scholar, Umberto Cassuto, published a 

number of studies examining the numerology of the first creation story. Here is a 

sample of his studies from the very first verse (shown below, in Hebrew); 

 ית ָבָרא ֱאֹלִהים ֵאת ַהָשַמִים ְוֵאת ָהָאֶרץְבֵראשִ 

Note that 

1. There are seven [Hebrew] words. 

2. These seven words have a total of twenty-eight (= 4 x 7) Hebrew letters 

3. The verse contains three nouns, ים ִים ,(God) ֱאֹלִהִ֑ ָשמ  ֶרץ and ,(heavens) ה   ָהָאָֽ

(earth or land) which contain a total of fourteen (= 2 x 7) Hebrew letters. 

4. The Hebrew numeric value of the first, middle, and last Hebrew letters in 

the first verse is one hundred thirty-three2 (= 7 x 19). 

5. The numeric value of the first and last Hebrew letters of all seven words is 

1393 (= 7 x 199). 

                         

2 Remember, Hebrew letters also have numeric values, i.e., can be 

(and are) used as numbers. For example, where English has a 

separate word for its numbers and letters, not so biblical Hebrew. 

The Hebrew number 1 is simply the first letter of the alphabet, 

aleph (א). 
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In Genesis 1, Cassuto uses the phrase numerical harmony to describe the 

author’s use of the number seven. In addition to the five observations from the first 

verse (see above), Cassuto adds these3: 

1. The narrative is divided into seven sections (paragraphs). 

2. The Hebrew name of God occurs thirty-five (= 7 x 5) times. 

3. The Hebrew words meaning earth and heavens each occur twenty-one (= 7 x 3) 

times. 

4. The words for light and day occur seven times (in total) in the first paragraph. 

5. The word for light occurs seven times in the fourth paragraph. 

6. In paragraphs two and three, the word for water occurs seven times. 

7. The word meaning “living” (i.e., forms of the Hebrew word ָיִ֑ה  occur seven times (ח 

in the fifth and sixth paragraphs. 

8. The divine epithet, “it was [very] good”, occurs seven times. 

9. The second verse contains fourteen (= 7 x 2) words. 

10. In the seventh paragraph, describing the seventh day, uses three consecutive 

sentences each of which have seven words. 

Scholars like Cassuto take the numerology of biblical Hebrew seriously because 

certain numbers are associated with specific meanings. Of these numbers, the number 

seven is very significant because the Semitic people of the ANE cultures understood the 

number seven to represent completeness and finality. We ought not be surprised, 

therefore, to learn that the authors of the more well-known pagan creation 

                         

3 (Cassuto 2012)  Kindle Locations  468 –  505 
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stories, contemporary with Genesis 1, also constructed their stories according to a 

numerology of sevens4. For example, most of the pagan ANE creation stories, like 

Genesis, occur over a period of seven days – of which the first six are described as work 

days and the seventh as a day of transition from the work of creation to a day of 

completion and living in the [newly] created world. 

The take away lesson is that these numerical phenomena did not occur by chance, 

nor do they constitute empirical evidence for divine or mystical involvement. Rather, the 

existence of numerology throughout the Hebrew Bible suggests that the ancient authors 

used numerology as a literary device. If their story needed to express the idea of finality 

and completeness, they would carefully choose words and phrases that adhered to some 

desired pattern of sevens. This would have been obvious to the ancient audiences while 

not so obvious to us, readers of contemporary English Bibles. is correct to suppose that 

these occurrences are not coincidental. However, it is absurd, given what we know about 

numerology in ANE literature, to believe that the numerology of Genesis 1 indicates a 

divine force at work behind the text and unknown to its author. There is nothing 

mystical about the numerology of the first creation story. Rather, we ought to regard the 

numerology as an ancient literary device widely used in ANE literature to express deeper 

meanings not evident in a literal reading of the text. 

Creatio Ex Nihilo 

                         

4 Here I am referring explicit ly to the legends from the Akkadian and Ugaritic  
l i terature 
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Apart from Genesis 1:1-2, the following texts are often used to support the 

doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. 

psalm 33:6 By the word of the LORD were the heavens made; and all 

the host of them by the breath of His mouth. 

 John 1:3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing 

was made that has been made. 

 Romans 4:17 (as it is written, "A father of many nations have I 

made you") in the sight of Him whom he believed, even God, who 

gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does not 

exist. 

Hebrews 11:3 By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared 

by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of 

things which are visible. 

Psalm 33:6 By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, And by 

the breath of His mouth all their host. 

The question is not whether God has the power of creatio ex nihilo. The question 

is whether the narrative of the creation week is specifically concerned with what did (or 

did not) exist at the beginning of the narrative. The five passages above surely reveal 

that God has the power of creatio ex nihilo. However, none of these passages preclude 

the preexistence of the primordial substrate. 

 If, as I argue, the text as written means the universe existed in some form (the 

primordial substrate) prior to the beginning of God’s creative activity, then why does it 

follow that God could not have been the original cause of the primordial substrate? 

Indeed, I could rewrite the beginning of the creation story as follows with the full 

knowledge that the text nowhere contradicts it: 

Genesis 0:1-4 

Before the beginning there was the Word and the Word was 
God. Then God said, “Let there be a substrate, formless and 
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void, from which I will create all that is or will be.” And 
so it was. 

Genesis 1:1-2a 

Then when God first created the heavens and the earth, the 
earth had been formless and void… 

 

For those who believe that the narrative of the creation week is an allegory for 

physical creation1, the primordial substrate could represent the consolidated mass of the 

universe prior to the Big Bang. 

Ruach, Nephesh, Nish ’mah 

 breath, spirit, wind (Gen 1:2, 32:17;Exo 10:13; Num 11:31, etc.,) -- (ruach) ֣רּוחַ 

(Sarna) Wind is probably the best understanding of the use of ruach in Gen 1:2. As a 

physical phenomenon, wind conforms to the general picture of primal chaos evoked by 

this verse. Note that in Genesis 8:1 (the flood narrative) and Exodus 14:21 (the crossing 

of the sea of reeds) ruach is the word used to describe how the waters are blown back. 

Another possibility is that ruach is used as a signal heralding the arrival of God, 

expressing His immanence, or symbolizing His presence. In the context of 1:2, ruach, as 

the wind of God, alerts us to an imminent, dramatic development -- the creation of light 

in the next verse.  

The Problem of Time  

Did the author mean to represent God’s creative activity to occur over 6 24-hour 

days?  
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One theory is to assume the author meant to express the idea that yom refers to 

an indeterminate period of time on days one, two, and three. There is some support for 

this in the biblical text. For example, in most Hebrew lexicons, yom is shown also to 

mean ‘period’ or ‘time’2. So, if the author meant yom to be an indeterminant period of 

time, then yom could be postulated as what scientists later termed a cosmological 

epoch. In other words, we could understand the Creation Week as occurring over a 

period of seven cosmological epochs. 

 This interpretation would be marginally consistent with both biblical and extra-

biblical texts. When yom was meant to be understood as other than a twenty four hour 

earth day, its most commonly understood meaning was one-thousand years (2 Peter 

3:8, Letter of Barnabus 15:4, Jubilees 4:29-30). Unfortunately, a literal understanding 

of one-thousand years is nonsense, since the heavens and the earth are manifestly much 

older than 6000 years. Rather, for this thesis to be valid, the most meaningful 

understanding of yom must be as some period of time whose length is not known to us.  

A better explanation, and one more consistent with the exalted prose of the 

narrative, would be to understand the use of yom as a literary device by which God’s 

creative activity is ordered. Its use as a sequencing device, then, could be seen as crucial 

to understanding two of the most important lessons of this narrative: first, the creation 

of the Sabbath and the corresponding sanctification of time and second, as an antithesis 

to the pagan’s understanding of time as cyclic. As mentioned earlier, by representing 

time as a linear, non-repeating sequence of events, actions in the past have effects in the 

future. This abstract principle forms the basis of God’s ethical ordering of human 

activity. 
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Out of Order Creation 

One of the problems with a literal understanding of the first creation story is the 

sun (the source of light for what God proclaims as "day") does not become available 

until the fourth day. How can God create ‘day’ in the absence of the sun and the moon? 

The short answer is that, strictly speaking, when God names light and dark, He has not 

yet associated these names with a particular time-frame. The association with time 

comes on the fourth day.  

The more general question is how can God create entities "out-of-order"? One 

suggestion is based on the understanding that God exists outside our space and time 

(the so-called "space-time continuum"). Theologically, we use the term transcendent to 

mean an entity (God) that exists as a non-material self-consciousness outside the 

universe (also, see the Aristotelian view of God). The simple answer is that God is like a 

film-editor and we are actors in His movie. Here’s how this might work. 

Suppose time is quantized3. In other words, time passes but not continuously. 

Instead, time "happens" in discrete intervals, like frames of a movie film4. Imagine, 

then, that we are assistants to a film editor of a movie about the life of a man named 

Adam. As we look at the film frame-by-frame, we see that Adam, having just entered a 

completely dark room, toggles a light switch. From Adam’s point of view, the room is 

instantly flooded with light. But, from our point of view, we have access to each frame of 

time as it passes by and can stop the film and examine any arbitrary frame, or group of 

frames. As we look at the "film of Adam", we observe that after Adam toggles the light 

switch, the time to fill the room with light takes, say, ten frames. In other words, the 

http://www.mlahanas.de/Greeks/Aristotle/AristotelianVewOfGod.html
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room is seen as completely dark in the first frame (in which Adam toggles the switch). 

By the fifth time-frame, we see that half of the room is lighted and the other half 

remains in the dark. Finally, we note that in the tenth frame, the room is completely lit. 

In this analogy, the movie is Adam’s reality – his unfolding life – and we are observers 

external to Adam’s world. 

As a transcendent being, a sort of super film-editor, God can examine and edit 

Adam’s reality in the same way a film maker might edit the images in a frame (i.e., 

insert new objects, or modify and delete existing objects). God is free, therefore, to 

create objects (like the sun, stars, and moon) in advance of being needed. Then, in an 

appropriate time frame, insert those object(s). For example, on the first day God is 

shown as creating light and dark in advance of placing the sun and other celestial bodies 

in the heavens. As the text illustrates, God names the alternating light and dark as day 

and night respectively, but does not yet assign to them a time frame until the fourth day. 

Literal, Figurative, and Paraphrasic Translations  

Both of the creation stories of Genesis should be viewed as mythical. As explained 

by Nahum Sarna,  

"... the word myth has come to be identified with fairy tales 

and associated with the imaginary and the fantastic. But to 

the Greeks, "mythos" meant nothing more than ‘the thing 

spoken,’ that is, a tale. More specifically, the word came to 

be used in describing the deeds of the gods in their 

relations with one another, their associations with man and 

their roles in the cosmos." 

Seen in this light, the biblical creation myths seek to convey God’s character and 

His will through the use of highly imaginative and figurative language as well as 

exquisitely constructed literary figures (narrative structures, parables, poetry, merisms, 
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chiastic structures, numerology, etc.,) . For myths to endure, they must convey an 

eternal truth relevant to the audience and, in no case, are they required to be historically 

true. For example, the idiom "to cry wolf" means to raise a false alarm. The phrase 

arises from one of Aesop’s fables -- the myth of a shepherd boy who cried wolf so many 

times that he was no longer believed. When the real wolf came, the shepherd’s flock was 

destroyed. The enduring moral truth conveyed by this myth is that liars are rewarded 

with disbelief -- even when they tell the truth. The truth expressed here does not depend 

on the whether the story is historically accurate. 
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Citation Index 

1 An apologist is one who articulates arguments in favor of his 

faith. An apologetic is a written defense of the faith. 
2 In contrast, for example, to the gods of the other cultures 

surrounding the ancient Hebrews. The gods of these other cultures 

were portrayed as having histories and mythologies. They lived, in 

all respects, human-like lives and exhibited human-like flaws. 
3 In general, metaphysics is a branch of philosophy dealing with 

theories of existence and knowledge. More specifically, 

metaphysics is the study of philosophical abstractions outside of 

objective experience – for example, the existence of God. 
4 The “Scientific Method”. 

 
v First Things  
vi Commentary 
vii The virgin birth in Isaiah 
viii The Bible seaks of two kinds of authority. In the first kind of 

authority, obedience is paid to someone possessed of a proper 

badge or other sign of authority (e.g., a police officer). In the 

second kind, obedience is paid to the person whose authority 

arises by virtue of achievement, respect, or special competencies 

(Torah scholars like Hillel or parents, shepherds and scholars). 

God’s authority is metaphorically understood to be of the second 

kind. 
ix For example, “money is the root of all evil” -- see 1 Timothy 

6:10; Also, greed in Galatians 5:10. But also note that in the 

more ancient culture of the Israelites, the desire for material 

wealth was not thought to be among the vices God detests (Proverbs 

6:16-19). 
x One of which, as we will later see, lends itself to a startling 

new interpretation of the first creation story. 
xi Qumran is an archaelogical site, in the West Bank of Israel, 

where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered in the late 1940s. 
xii In the Egyptian pantheon, there is an exception to this rule. 

The gods Shu and Tefnut were created through masturbation by Ra 

(Lindemans 2011) 
xiii The epic creation story of the ancient Babylonians. The story 

centers on the supremacy of demigod, Marduk, and the creation of 

mankind for the service of the gods. The resemblance of the Enuma 

Elish to the first creation story is remarkable – so remarkable, 

in fact, that many (most?) scholars view the Genesis account of 

creation to be a polemic against the Enuma Elish (Jacobsen 1976), 

p. 273 
xiv See the Excurses: Error! Reference source not found. 
xv In the Bible, this substance is called the ‘tzelem’ of God and 

it first appears in Genesis 1:26-27 where it is translated as 

‘image’. 
xvi (Hobbes 2010) 

                         

http://www.firstthings.com/
http://www.commentarymagazine.com/
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xvii Is God not omnipotent. I believe so, with the following caveat: 

omnipotence doesn’t mean God can do anything. Omnipotence means 

that God can do anything that he made possible. 
xviii Why might this be? Largely because the belief in the existence 

of gods was universal, which is to say that gods were thought to 

be commonplace. As such, the work of gods (or God) was not nearly 

as interesting as how people ordered their lives in their 

presence. The ancient stories and myths of the ancient near-east 

(as much as elsewhere) focused on human achievement (or failure).  
xix Edwin A. Abbott, Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions, 1884 – 

Copyright © 2010 by Xanamania Publishing. Original version 

published in 1884 by Seeley & Co., Ltd., London 

xx While the Hebrew word for image, ֶצֶלם (tzelem) can mean a 
physical image, about half of its occurrences in the Hebrew Bible 

involve figurative or metaphorical meanings – see the discussion 

in Chapter 10. 
xxi The idea behind Gen 8:21, is that man is part of nature and, 

therefore, subject to nature’s dictates. However, God wishes for 

man to rise above his natural inclinations and behave as God 

wills. 
xxii Under Stalin, tens of millions of citizens were murdered. 

Stalin’s governmenht dictated grain famine resulted in the death 

of four to five million people alone, not to mention the tens of 

millions who died or were executed in the Gulags. Under Mao it is 

estimated that 40 million (or perhaps as high as 70 million) 

people were directly killed under government policy. 
xxiii A professor of bioethics at Princeton University, Dr. Singer 

argues that newborns lack the essential characteristics of 

personhood…and therefore “killing a newborn baby is never 

equivalent to killing a person, that is, abeing who wants to go on 

living.” Such is the secular view of the human person. 
xxiv Variations of this quote going back to 1881 have been found, 

supporting the argument that the attribution to Ferguson is false. 
xxv A chiastic structure is a literary device, especially common in 

ancient literature (the Odyssey, Iliad, the Bible) and refers to 

an inverted relationship between the syntactic elements of 

parallel phrases. For example, these two phrases are chiastic – 

“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was the beginning”. 
xxvi (Gordon and Dembski 2011) p. 563 
xxvii As discussed later, the phrase “the heavens and the earth” is a 

merism used as a figurative representation of everything, of all 

that is and all that was – the universe. 
xxviii First Things, “How God and Science Mix, ON THE SQUARE, 15 

July, 2009, Stephen M. Barr. 
xxix In 1987, GordenWenham, in his “Word Biblical Commentary”, 

further subdivided the two alternatives into four competing 

proposals: (I) 1:1 is subordinate to the main clause, 1:2. (II) 

like (I) except that 1:2 is a parenthetic comment, (III) 1:1 is a 

main clause summarizing all the events desribed in 1:2-31, and 

(IV) 1:1 is God’s first creative act. 
xxx Yonge, Charles Duke (1854). "Appendices A Treatise Concerning 

the World (1), On the Creation (16-19, 26-30), Special Laws IV 

(187), On the Unchangeableness of God (23-32)". The Works of Philo 

Judaeus: the contemporary of Josephus. London: H. G. Bohn 

xxxi The Nicene and Post Nicene Fathers First Series, Volume 1 The 

Confessions and Letters of Augustine with a Sketch of his Life and 
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Work, 1896, Philip Schaff, Augustine Confessions - Book XI.11-30, 

XII.7-9 

xxxii Commentaries on The First Book of Moses Called Genesis, by 

John Calvin, Translated from the Original Latin, and Compared with 

the French Edition, by the Rev. John King, M.A, 1578, Volume 1, 

Genesis 1:1-31: 

xxxiii John Wesley’s notes on the whole Bible the Old Testament, 

Notes On The First Book Of Moses Called Genesis, by John Wesley, 

p.14:  

xxxiv Henry, Matthew. Commentary on the whole Bible. Christian 

Classics Ethereal Library. 1 (Genesis to Deuteronomy) ([online] 

ed.). Grand Rapids, MI:  
xxxv See, for example, Wenham, Gordon J., “Word Biblical Commentary: 

Vol 1”, Thomas Nelson publishing, 1987, p 13. 

xxxvi Wolfson, Harry Austryn (1976). The philosophy of the Kalam. 

Structure and growth of philosophic systems from Plato to Spinoza, 

Harvard University Press. pp. 779:  
xxxvii Published in 1862 and revised in 1898, Robert Young produced a 

translation that is very close to the Hebrew texts available to 

him at the time. In the YLT, the first two verses are written as:  

In the beginning of  God ’s preparing the heavens and the earth –  the earth hath 
existed waste and void,  and darkness  is  on the face of  the deep,  and the Spirit  of  God 
fluttering on the face of  the waters” 
xxxviii See, for example, Richard Elliott Friedman, “Commentary on 

the Torah”, p. 6 or Nahun S. Sarna, “The JPS Torah Commentary: 

Genesis”, p 5. 
xxxix Commonly translated as reptiles. But recent scholarship 

suggests that this is an invention meant to comport with the 

evolution of life on earth.Some of the most recent work suggests 

this is a reference to the great sea monster gods of the Enuma 

Elish (and other creation stories). By showing that they were 

created by God, the author is asserting authority over them – a 

“my god is more powerful than your god” claim. 
xl An American astronomer, physicist, and cosmologist. He was a 

leading NASA scientist, populist author, and futurist. 
xli Defined as a temporary change in the amount of energy in a point 

in space and arises from the Heisenberg uncertainty principle. 
xlii The principle that certain pairs of physical properties cannot 

both be known to some arbitrary precision. 
xliii Light is a figure of speech representing all energy 

frequencies, not just those frequencies detectable to the human 

eye. 

xliv In Hebrew, some prepositions are inseparable from their object 

and always occur as a prefix. In this case, the word, bəreishit is 

a compound word formed by prefixing the preposition bə to the 

noun, reishit (bə + reishit = bəreishit). 
xlv In Hebrew most words are derived from three letters called the 

“root”. The root of a word usually (but not always) connotes a 

basic meaning common to many of the derived words. 

xlvi Nahum M. Sarna, “The JPS Torah Commentary: Genesis”, p.  
xlvii For the sake of simplicity, I use the word ‘tense’ to note when 

a verbal action takes (took) place – past, present, or future. In 

Hebrew, the concept of tense does not exist. Rather, Hebrew verbs 

are catagorized according to their ‘aspect’, i.e., when (or if) 

their action has completed. If a verbal action is completed, the 

verb is referred to as a ‘perfect’ verb. If the verb has yet to 
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complete, the verb is referred to as ‘imperfect’. In this 

document, the English past tense is treated as equivalent to the 

Hebrew perfect aspect. 

xlviii More formally known as The Anterior Construction. Recently, 

its grammar has been thorougly described by Ziony Zevit, “The 

Anterior Construction in Classical Hebrew”, SBL Monograph Series 

No. 50. 
xlix Nahum describes an implied a fight in which the spirit of God slayed 

the chaos monster thus ordering the universe. Much of this is tendential 

exegesis. The observation that Təhom may be a proper noun, notwithstanding, 

Təhom cannot be derived linguistically from Tiamat (the name of the sea 

monster). According to TWOT, the middle radical, a laryngeal, is lost in 

Akkadian and would not be manufactured in a borrowed word. And, while it is 

true that Tiamat and Təhom come from the same root,, the root referred to 

deep, abyssal waters and this meaning was retained in the Hebrew as a noun 

for water. By contrast, in the animistic thought of the Babylonian culture, 

the root became divinized into the goddess of the ocean, Tiamat. In Ugaritic, 

another language cognate to Hebrew, the ‘h’ of Təhom is preserved ( thm) as 

in Hebrew.  

  
l In other grammatical contexts, e.g., prefixed to an infinitive 

construct, lamed can mean ‘for’ or ‘according to’. In any case, 

recall that in English an indirect object is determined by the 

question “to whom” or “for whom”. In Hebrew, unlike English, lamed 

is required to identify the indirect object. Thus, in English “She 

sent him a postcard”, ‘him’ is the indirect object and ‘to’ is 

implied. The Hebrew equivalent would be, “She sent to-him a 

postcard”. Here, the ‘to’ is explicit. 
li Vayəhi khen (and it was so) also occurs elsewhere, notably 

Judges 6:38, 2 Kings 15:12, and Amos 5:14. 
lii The Hiphil is not always so cumbersome to translate. For 

example, “she caused him to eat” could also be written as “she fed 

him”. Approximately 13% of the verbs in the Hebrew Bible are in 

the hiphil stem. The meaning is often quite subtle, however, such 

as making something possible or the granting of permission to take 

an action. 
liii <insert Rashi reference here> 

liv Gerald Schroeder, following Rashi, argues that earth’s failure 

to produce fruity-trees was a deliberate rebellion against God – a 

bridge too far for me. I see nothing in the text to suggest that 

the earth was (or could be) in any way a moral agent. Indeed, such 

a suggestion seems counter to the anti-pantheistic polemic of the 

Creation Week story. 

lv This is another example of how the Creation Story functions as a 

polemic against the pantheism of the surrounding cultures. 
lvi Wenham, Gordon J., “Word biblical Commentary: Genesis 1:15”, p 

22  
lvii In Genesis 3:16, the wife is commanded to return to her husband 

when in pain and he will mashal over her. This should be 

understood as responding to his wife’s distress – exactly what a 

benevolent ruler is ordained to do 
lviii The LXX, like the KJV, RSV, and TNK translate yishr’tzu as 

“bring forth”, echoing 1:11. This translation is simply not 

warranted. The Hebrew verb here means swarm or teem. Thus, 

literally God is describing the motion of the sea creatures. 

Figuratively, He is describing the abundance of His creation 



 

~ 22 ~ 

 

                                                                               

lix In general, cognate means of the same or a similar nature. In 

linguistic terms cognate word is one that is related to another 

word by derivation, borrowing, or descent from another language. 

lx Sarna, “JPS Commentary: Genesis”, p 10 

lxi Grammatically, vayyivra has as its root, bara. Specifically, 

vayyivra. is the qal waw consecutive imperfect form of bara and 

for the purposes of this book are largely indistinguishable. 

lxii This root ך ַר  and its derivatives occur 415 times. Its nounָב
form is berekh and means knee. Thus, one meaning of barakh is “he 

kneeled” (others are he praised and he saluted). To bless in the 

OT means "to imbue with power for success, prosperity, fecundity, 

longevity, etc 

lxiii Laws established, of course, by God. 

lxiv Seraphim and cherubim are thought to be God’s heavenly 

attendants – and the highest ranking members of His court. The 

seraphim (pl of Seraph) are fiery, serpent-like creatures who 

surround God and proclaim His glory (Isaiah 6:2-3). As for the 

cherubim – they are not winged-babies! They are described by 

Ezekiel as having four faces: that of a man, a lion, an ox, and an 

eagle and are closely associated with the Ark of the Covenant. 

They also play a guardian role (Gen 3:24)  

lxv The NRS translates Isaiah 6:8 as follows: “…Whom shall I send, 

and who will go for us?" And I said, ‘Here am I; send me!’” 

lxvi The only English translation of which I am aware that does not 

use ‘in’, is the LXA, the Brenton translation of the Septuagint.  

lxvii The beth essentiae or bet of essence – see Gesenius 119 for a 

full discussion of its grammar. 

lxviii A predicate noun renames or describes the subject noun. GCK, 

section 119, also Jouon-Muraoka: A Grammar of biblical Hebrew, 133 

or R.J. Williams, Hebrew Syntax, 45, section 249. 

lxix In many cases, the bet of essence and the implied verb are 

redundant and therefore one or the other is often not translated 

for English readers. Interestingly, were this phrase to be 

translated back into Hebrew, the verb was would be considered 

redundant and therefore omitted. 

lxx ט ֶב  or sceptre is understood as a badge of ,(sheivet) ֵש

authority conferring kingship on its holder (e.g., Amos 1:5). 

lxxi Interestingly, not only is the the phrasing of likeness and 

tzelem are reversed relative to Gen 1:26, but so are the 

prepositions. The preposition bə is here prefixed to the word for 

likeness (bidmuto) and the preposition k’ is prefixed to tzelem. 

The suggestion is that when speaking of tzelem and dəmut, the 

prefixes bə and k’ are interchangeable. 

lxxii More intriguing, though, is the requirement that the capital punishment be 

executed by another human – himself a tzelem of God. But if humans are valuable to 

God, then why doesn’t God reserve capital punishment for Himself? Why burden 

mankind with the responsibility of avenging murder? 
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lxxiii Literally, “who will gather it.” 

lxxiv The wanton killing of an animal, though proscribed in the 

Hebrew Bible, is not viewed as a capital offense 

lxxv The noun form of vəyirdu is often translated as dominion. 

1 I do not subscribe to this belief. In my view, the relationship 

of the two creation accounts to a contemporary understanding of 

cosmogony is non-existent. 

2 Its most common understanding is one-thousand years (2 Peter 

3:8, Letter of Barnabus 15:4, Jubilees 4:29-30). 

3 There is little theoretical support for quantized time, but lots 

of speculation: For example, The Scientific American, October 21, 

1999 discusses the speculations of a number of prominent 

physicists. 

4 However, this would be a film strip moving with an 

incomprehensibly high frame rate. For example, scientists have 

calculated the size of each time-frame to about 10-44 seconds in 

length (this length of time is called the Planck Time Unit, PTU). 


